
THE PAST:  Historical Roots of Racial Unity and Division
in American Pentecostalism

by Cecil M. Robeck, Jr.

Introduction

In the Fall of 1970 I moved to Pasadena, California, to begin my Master of

Divinity studies at Fuller Theological Seminary. Our orientation to seminary life took

place at a hotel in the San Bernardino Mountains. I drew a young United Methodist from

Alabama as a roommate.

As we introduced ourselves to one another, he asked me what my denominational

affiliation was. I replied that I had been a member of the Assemblies of God all of my

life. I didn’t know quite how he would respond, because at that time, Pentecostals were

still a rare novelty at Fuller. But I can tell you that I was not at all prepared for his

response. “Oh,” he said with a straight face, “then you are a racist!”

“A racist,” I protested, “you don’t even know me. I’ve never been a racist. I’ve

been reared in a home in which my father has always preached the equality of persons

regardless of color, where he has always argued for equal opportunity for everyone, and

where the “N” word has never been tolerated. I’m no racist. In fact, some of my best

friends in high school and college have been black. How is it that you can call me a

racist?”

“Well,” he said in a Southern drawl, “that’s not been my experience of the

Assemblies of God. I’ve found them to be narrow and bigoted where I come from. Their
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churches are all white. Their record on civil rights has been terrible, and some of them

even belong to the Klan.”

I was stunned! I didn’t quite know how to respond. “Things must be a whole lot

different in the South than they are out here in the West,” I noted with some

embarrassment. “I’ve never heard of this before.”

I went away from that conversation a bit off balance, insisting that I was not a

racist. Still, this incident caused me to think, and I began to wonder why, even in

“progressive” California, I saw so few African-Americans in our congregations. In most

churches, black faces weren’t even present, and when they were, they were so few in

number they could easily be overlooked. I wondered why I had never heard a sermon on

racism, or for that  matter on civil rights. I wondered, too, if I really was a racist but I

didn’t know it. For the next two years I was troubled deeply by these questions.

In 1972, I enrolled in a special course on Assemblies of God polity - a small

course taught at Fuller by Dr. Russell P. Spittler. For my term project, I decided to look at

the issue of race relations among a wide range of predominantly white Pentecostal

denominations; holiness, finished-work, even oneness. And everywhere I looked I came

to the same conclusion. Our record on racial issues has been almost unequivocally

abysmal. Based upon what I knew about God and even what little I knew about the Azusa

Street revival of 1906-1909, I didn’t understand why differences in race or in skin color

should make any difference in the way people were treated. 

Since 1970, a number of historians and other scholars have reached similar

conclusions regarding the issues of prejudice, discrimination, and racism among   
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Pentecostals.1 Our history is clearly fraught with more examples of racial division than it

is with examples of racial unity. Our task in this paper is to look quickly at some of our

common history as well as at our unique histories to see what issues might emerge on the

topic of race. I will attempt to do this by looking at two primary examples in American

Pentecostalism. The first of these is the story of the Azusa Street mission and the second

comes from the annals of the Assemblies of God. I will make reference to a number of

other denominations as well, but in more limited ways.

It is my intent to build up the Church rather than merely to discredit it. We are not
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really helped if we attempt to assess our predecessors by today’s standards. Nor are we

fair to assign them motives which we believe they had without clear evidence from their

own pens or mouths. They need to be viewed as people of their time in order for us to

understand what it was that led them to take the positions which they took. They need to

be judged objectively on the basis of how they lived up to the standards which they

claimed for themselves.

On the other hand, we must face an obvious fact. Our Pentecostal churches and

organizations, white or black, have been and for the most part continue to be highly

segregated along racial lines. In spite of our claims to be different from the world and

even different from much of the rest of the Church because we are “Spirit-filled,” one

could not readily see the difference were they to attend our Sunday morning services. Our

churches are, generally speaking, as racially divided as those of virtually every other

Christian tradition or denomination. In most cases, our churches and institutions,

Pentecostal churches and institutions, do not even reflect the interracial character of most

other social institutions in America these days.2

 In order to facilitate our discussion it is important for us to come to terms with a

few definitions. The first of the terms to be defined is prejudice. Anyone of any color is

capable of prejudice based upon racial or ethnic differences. Prejudice involves making a

judgment before you have all the facts. It is a willingness to accept as fact something
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which is unproven. Racial prejudice frequently thrives on the use of a stereotype or an

unfavorable portrayal of a person of another color, race, or ethnic group. It is an

attitudinal issue based upon inadequate or inaccurate presuppositions or biases. It detracts

from the full humanity of others by not taking them seriously in all their God-given

uniqueness as fellow creatures made in the image of God.

The second term in need of definition is discrimination. To discriminate is to

discern a difference, to distinguish between two or more things. As such, the term does

not necessarily convey a negative connotation. It can even be used in a positive way to

distinguish between things of differing value. In 1 Thessalonians 5:19-22, Paul

encourages discrimination concerning the things of the Spirit when he writes:

Do not quench the Spirit. Do not despise the words of prophets, but
test everything; hold fast to what is good; abstain from every form
of evil.3

    

But discrimination has a downside as well. Anyone of any color is capable

of discrimination based upon racial or ethnic differences. Discrimination is an

unfavorable action toward people simply because they are members of a

particular racial or ethnic group.4 In Acts 6:1 we see the charge of discrimination

in these negative terms. The Hellenists, that is, the Jews of the Diaspora

complained against the Hebrews, that is, the Jews of Palestine, “because their
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widows were being neglected in the daily distribution of food.” The Hebrews

seem to have had an air of superiority, that is a prejudice or attitude which

translated into an act of discrimination against the Hellenists. The apostles,

therefore, worked to develop a system in which all the widows were fairly treated.

   Jesus, too, seems to have had discrimination in mind when in the Sermon

on the Mount He spoke against murder, anger, the  hurling of insults and the

labeling of others as “fools.”5 For us to label another person as a “fool” is for us to

engage in an act of discrimination. Once again it is an attempt to dehumanize

another person, to engage in an act of discrimination which functions in an

unfavorable manner against them. For centuries we have trained our soldiers to

look at the enemy in depersonalized and dehumanized ways by labeling our

enemies with epithets like “nips,” “japs,” “krauts,” “huns,” “gooks,” and so on.

We do this so that our soldiers will have fewer psychological barriers to cross

when it becomes necessary for them to kill the enemy. An enemy who is

depersonalized, who is made to appear less than fully human, is easier to kill than

is one who, like me, is made in the image of God.

In much the same way, the hurling of racial epithets like “nigger” or

“honkie” or “wetback” or “greaser” or “kike” or “dago” or “wop” or “polack” or

some other equally disparaging label is actually an attempt to rob some person or
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some race of its full humanity. It runs, as Jesus noted, in the company of some

very unsavory actions like manifestations of rage and even murder. These terms

are discharged with the intention of causing damage to the persons against whom

they are aimed. 

Racism is the third and perhaps the most difficult term to define. On the

one hand, victims of racism are convinced that they know it instantly when they

see it. It is stark, and evil, and unmitigated. It is as profoundly flagrant as the

powerful blows which crashed down upon Rodney King.

On the other hand, racism is frequently invisible to the perpetrator. It is

subtle. It is insidious. It is camouflaged. It often comes in sophisticated and

devious garb. I would even venture to say that it is one of the most deniable of all

sins in which white Christians, including Pentecostals, participate. Again it is like

the blows upon Rodney King, but this time justified on the basis that those doing

the bashing are just doing their job.

Racism is something which is taught and learned. No one is ever born a

racist. One has to develop a prejudice against another race and be given power to

act on that prejudice at a variety of levels in order to be classed as a racist. Racism

requires the presence of both prejudice and power.6 In American society, then,

those who have had the primary access to power have been white. Racism is a

white problem, but it is so much a part of the fabric of what it means to be white
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in this country that whites seldom really think about it. It has been

institutionalized so well in American law and society that it is the way white

Americans live.

    Racism by its very nature is an institutionalized system of oppression which

enables or empowers a dominant group of people to oppress another visibly

identifiable group of people.7 Racism  seldom emerges today in white sheets and

burning crosses, though it is clearly present there. More frequently, however,

racism clothes itself within respectable institutions and their policies thereby

allowing racism to hide behind institutional practice.

I became peculiarly aware of this fact this summer when I sat as one of

twelve jurors in a "racial discrimination in the workplace" lawsuit. The plaintiff,

an Hispanic, charged that he had repeatedly been passed over for promotion

because of racial bias, while others with less experience and less seniority had

been given positions above him. The defendants justified their acts as being mere

“judgment calls” regarding suitability for promotion, a matter of “sound business

practice.” It is frequently the institution, its policies and practices which give

racism its power. We found the defendants guilty.

People play active or passive roles with respect to the institutions in which

they participate, whether they be governmental, educational, corporate, or even
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ecclesiastical. Pentecostal leaders as eminent as Aimee Semple McPherson who,

from her earliest days of ministry insisted upon holding meetings among Southern

blacks, also spoke at a number of Ku Klux Klan meetings.8 Charles F. Parham

was singing the praises of the Klan as late as 1927.9 To be sure, in spite of public

pronouncements by some Pentecostal leaders against membership in the Klan, I

have been told within the past five years by at least one national leader in a

Pentecostal denomination that there continue to be some Pentecostals in his

denomination who are regular members of the Klan.10 The specter of pointed
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hoods and burning crosses, intimidation, senseless beatings and even lynchings

which have been employed by the Klan and its members are clearly actions which

have been advocated by that institution. Power for some individual and group

actions is derived from such institutions. But one need not belong to an institution

which openly embraces racist attitudes and practices in order to participate in

racist attitudes and actions. It is generally more subtle than that among

Pentecostals.

    Paul S. Carter is more candid than most when in his controversial, unauthorized

history of the First Assembly of God Church in Memphis, Tennessee, he describes

the reason the congregation left its home on East McLemore and moved to North

Highland. “The racial make-up of the neighborhood was changing and many of

the white families were moving out east, “ he observed. “This brought on a desire

to move the church to a location, farther out, where the neighborhood make-up

was more acceptable to our church membership.”11

What has long been suspected in the actions of many Pentecostal

congregations which have fled the cities for the suburbs is articulated in this

history. The value which the local institution placed on a racially homogeneous

congregation appears to have been that on which the people of the congregation

acted. The desire to be with their friends, with those like themselves, led them to
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move the congregation to its new location rather than  to stay and work to meet

the needs of a changing neighborhood. That involves at one level an active role in

racism. It is not as overt or evident as the action of the Klan, but decision makers

acted on racial biases.

There is a passive side to racism as well, one which is less noticeable but

just as problematic as active participation in racist acts. The buses of Los Angeles

have recently carried signs which read, “Hate, Racism, and anti-Semitism survive

only when good people look the other way.” The history of German Christianity

carries a profound lesson in what might be termed passive racism. For the most

part, up to and during the Second World War, German Christians were silent as

the government rounded up, then murdered some 6 million Jews. Many Christians

knew it was happening, yet they chose to look the other way as Hitler’s policy of

Jewish extermination was being carried out all around them.12

White Pentecostals of the Apostolic Faith Mission in South Africa were

noticeably silent at the arrest, imprisonment, and torture of a black minister in that

denomination, Frank Chikane. But more troubling yet is the fact that the white

prison guard who was, according to institutional policy, justly responsible for

administering torture to Frank Chikane was himself a member of the same

denomination. How is it that neither he, nor the Apostolic Faith Mission said
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anything? Fear of governmental reprisal surely must have entered their minds, or

perhaps it was the conviction that Mr. Chikane had broken the law, but in either

case, they participated in passive acts of racism by their unwillingness to condemn

the action.13 In the end the Reverend Frank Chikane was never charged, he was

merely imprisoned.

In our own country, passive acquiescence to racism has been a regular

practice among most white Pentecostal groups as well. It has appeared repeatedly

in what might be described as acts of conformity to social mores, be they local,

regional, or national. It has appeared in their submission in the final analysis to the

canon of  “American law and society.”  But that is to jump ahead of ourselves. We

Pentecostals have not always been passive racists and it is on our history of racial

unity that I would like now to focus our attention.

I. Race and the Azusa Street Mission

    A. Was the Color Line Washed Away in the Blood?

    At the beginning of the Twentieth Century, an independent holiness

preacher of divine healing set up shop in Topeka, Kansas.  The Reverend Charles

F. Parham and a number of his students soon came to the conclusion that what the

church needed was a baptism of power on the sanctified life. Parham established a

Bible school there, where on December 31, 1900, Agnes S. Ozman is said to have

received this baptism with its anticipated “Bible evidence,” the ability to speak in
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other tongues.14 Over the next five years Parham moved throughout Kansas,

Missouri and Texas, taking his message of “Pentecost” with him.

 It was in late 1905 that Charles Parham and William J. Seymour met each

other through their mutual friend, a black woman named Mrs. Lucy Farrow. As a

result, when Parham came to the Houston area and set up a short-term Bible

school, Lucy Farrow  was instrumental in getting Seymour enrolled in the school.

Because Parham chose to honor the local Jim Crow laws, Seymour is said to have

been separated from the white students that Parham had attracted, but in spite of

this fact he came to accept Parham’s teaching on the “Bible evidence” of the

baptism in the Holy Spirit.15 Just after the new year and before his classes were

completed, William Seymour was invited to come to Los Angeles to serve as the

pastor of a small holiness congregation founded by Mrs. Julia Hutchins.

When Elder William J. Seymour arrived in Los Angeles, California, on

February 22, 1906, he was responding to an invitation from “the colored people    

of the City” who had been led by the Spirit to invite him to “give them some Bible

teaching.”16 He began his ministry two days later, but was quickly locked out of
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the facility, allegedly because he preached Charles F. Parham’s “Bible evidence”

doctrine, that the ability to speak in other tongues was the “Bible evidence” of the

baptism in the Holy Spirit.17 As a result of the ensuing argument, the Holiness

Church Association sent its president, Dr. J. M. Roberts to hear Seymour out.

Roberts then asked Seymour to discontinue his preaching on the subject.18

Seymour was not rejected by everyone, however, and he was soon invited

to the home of Ruth and Richard Asberry, 214 No. Bonnie Brae Street, where

throughout the month of March and the first half of April Seymour conducted

evening prayer meetings and Bible studies and was free to teach what he believed.

While the Bible study group was predominantly a group of African-Americans,

there is sufficient documentation to suggest that from time to time whites also

attended those meetings.19 When on April 9, 1906, the Holy Spirit was poured out
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in this Bible study and people began to speak in tongues, it quickly became

apparent that a new facility would be needed for their meetings. Indeed, word

spread so rapidly that within six days of the outpouring this group had located and

begun to renovate the facility at 312 Azusa Street in the heart of Los Angeles.

Services must have begun about Easter Sunday, April 15, for by two days later the

Los Angeles Daily Times had sent a reporter, pen in hand, to break the news to the

world of this “newest religious sect.”20 In that initial Times report, the

congregation was described as a group of “colored people” with “a sprinkling of

whites.”21

From its inception, then, the Azusa Street mission had a racially integrated

constituency. Such things were not unheard of in 1906 Los Angeles. The city had

few, if any, of the so-called Jim Crow laws in effect which governed many of the

Southern states during that time.22 Other churches such as Joseph Smale’s First

New Testament Church were more or less racially integrated. The Holiness

Church of  Southern California and Arizona regularly included both blacks and
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whites and frequently featured a black evangelist in Los Angeles meetings.23 But

there were also some churches which were important black churches by this time24

just as the majority of Los Angeles churches catered to whites. All of this is

understandable when we realize that in the years  following reconstruction many

southerners, black and white, had emigrated to the Los Angeles area often

bringing their social and cultural mores with them. Still, the Azusa Street mission

was different from her predecessors.

 Azusa Street was a racially integrated congregation led by an African-

American pastor and a racially integrated staff and board. While the mission

continued to be known as the “colored church,”25 reports of the mixing of the

races at the mission are numerous.26 Most of the reports emphasize the large
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number of blacks in the services, but in late August or early September of 1906

William F. Manley visited the mission and was struck by the fact that during that

particular evening service he found about 25 “colored” and 300 “white”

worshippers.27 The range of nationalities which came to the mission and the

transformation of racial attitudes among some who came to the mission during

this period led Frank Bartleman to make his often quoted observation that in this

humble mission “the ‘colorline’ was washed away in the blood.”28

 Indeed, for a good number of people this was undoubtedly the case. When

in 1907 the mission was incorporated with the State of California it included a

number of officers who were white, while the pastor, at least one trustee and

several staff members were black.29 Even those from the outside were struck by

the unique mix of races at the mission. When the southern evangelist George B.

Cashwell visited the mission in late 1906, he noted that “a new crucifixion began

in my life and I had to die to many things...” Chief among these many things was

his racial prejudice.30
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It was Elder Seymour who set the stage for such things, embracing all who

came to the mission. “No instrument that God can use is rejected on account of

color or dress or lack of education,” The Apostolic Faith announced. If the revival

“had started in a fine church, poor colored people and Spanish people would not

have got it,” the paper continued, “but praise God it started here.”31

 Late in the fall another announcement was made in the mission’s

newspaper. While it is both untitled and anonymous it seems clear that it

represents the thinking of the mission’s leaders. “One token of the Lord’s coming

is that He is melting all races and nations together, and they are filled with the

power and glory of God,” it proclaimed. “He is baptizing by one spirit into one

body and making up a people that will be ready to meet Him when He comes.”32

This time the announcement proclaimed a view of ecclesiology which was

decidedly inclusive of all races, almost miscegenistic in character as though these

races were melted into a new humanity, the Church (Cf. Ephesians 2:14-16)

 In April, 1907, a full year after the Azusa Street revival had begun, The

Apostolic Faith continued to make the same point. The Church is composed of

people from all races and nations who, by the blood of Christ, have been made

into a family. On the surface and before its reading public, at least, the mission set

forth the image that Jesus’ prayer in John 17:21 was clearly  being answered

through the blood of Christ and the leadership of the Holy Spirit. Those of
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disparate races and nations who had been bought by Christ’s blood were now

being molded into a family unit of sisters and brothers. And they were satisfied

with that reality.33

 Theoretically this was the case. Those who visited the mission were quite

satisfied to be considered part of the same family of God. But when it came to

actually living together under one roof, not everyone who came to the mission was

equally satisfied. The Baptist pastor from nearby Glendale, California, Elmer K.

Fisher, received his Pentecostal experience at the mission, quickly aligned with

Pastor Joseph Smale’s First New Testament Church, then founded an independent

mission which would become known as The Upper Room, while it is clear that

Fisher and Seymour would come to differ over the doctrine of the “Bible

evidence” in 190734, Bartleman’s note that “most of the white saints” left Azusa

Street in September, 1906, to join Fisher’s newly-founded mission suggests that

many of the white congregants, though by no means all of them, had not

submitted fully to the blood which was washing the color line away.35 The seeds
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of racial dissatisfaction were clearly present.

 One of the reasons such problems may have arisen was the degree to

which local newspaper reporters were willing to pounce on the mixing of the races

at Azusa Street. Indeed, the most significant stumblingblock which the mission

posed before the entire community of Los Angeles, the real scandal of Pentecost

at the mission, may yet prove to be the extent to which the issues of prejudice and

discrimination were overcome by those who came and stayed at the mission. The

breakdown was so complete that it crossed both racial and gender lines. White

women saw nothing wrong in hugging their black pastor or even kissing him on

the cheek. Nor was it uncommon for a young black woman to “throw her arms

around the neck of some white man...and beg him to ‘come to the altar.'”36

 One reporter labeled such events as “disgusting scenes”. “Whites and

Blacks Mix in a Religious Frenzy,” he announced.37 Another paper thundered,

“Religious Fanaticism Creates Wild Scenes,” “Holy Kickers Carry On Mad

Orgies,” and “Negroes and Whites Give Themselves Over to Strange Outbursts of

Zeal.”38 Such headlines were designed to inflame the imagination, titillating the
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casual reader with sexual innuendo like a supermarket tabloid.39 Little wonder is

it, then, that pastors who were not already sympathetic to emotive or affective

religious expression labeled the whole undertaking in their sermons as “a

disgusting amalgamation of African voodoo superstition and Caucasian

insanity...”40

 In late October, 1906, Charles F. Parham came to Los Angeles. He

planned to take charge of Seymour’s work; after all, Seymour had been his student

and he was using Parham’s name, the Apostolic Faith, to describe the work. In

fact, Seymour had looked forward to Parham's arrival. But Parham was not

prepared for what he would find. What he found distressed him deeply.  Coming

from Texas where Jim Crow laws were strictly enforced and racial segregation

was the socially acceptable status quo, Charles Parham was not at all ready to

accept Seymour’s egalitarian convictions.41 Parham attempted to seize control of

the mission, but was strongly rebuffed for his efforts by the multitude who

supported Elder Seymour.42 As a result, Parham and his associates first distanced
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themselves from the mission then proceeded to attack it.43

 Parham’s rejection by the mission in late 1906 only hardened his resolve

to bring to an end what was happening in this revival. Parham soon became

sidetracked due to charges about his personal life.44 In 1912, however, he began to

reemerge and he went after the revival. He labeled it a “counterfeit Pentecost” and

“a cross between the Negro and Holy Roller form of worship.”45 A full two-thirds

of those who claimed to have been baptized in the Spirit at the Azusa Street

mission, he asserted, were merely subject to nothing more than “animal spiritism.”

The famous heavenly choir about which many witnesses raved, he downgraded to

a form of “Negro chanting” and declared that it had nothing to do with “the

Pentecostal baptism.”46 With great conviction he announced the fall of “all who

now accept or propagate the wild fire, fanatical, wind-sucking, chattering,
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jabbering, trance, bodily shaking originating in Azusa, as the true work of

Pentecost.”47

Parham continued to stew in his anger over his rejection by those at Azusa

Street. He was a leader shunned, and as time passed his complaints against those

who had shunned him took on increasingly racist tones. There was no longer any

attempt to restrain his language, the worst of which seemed to be aimed at the

mixing of gender and race in the second floor prayer room. There, he generalized,

a wealthy and cultured “white woman” could be frequently found “thrown back in

the arms of a big 'buck nigger,' held tightly while shivering and shaking” in what

Parham disparagingly labeled a “freak imitation of Pentecost.”48 His failure to

contain the revival at Azusa Street had degenerated into the use of unrestrained

racial epithet, and a denial of any legitimacy to the revival at that mission.

 B. It Will Not Be So Among You (Mark 10:43a)

Elder William J. Seymour was understandably hurt by the abuse and racial

prejudice with which he was confronted while serving as pastor of the Azusa

Street mission. For three exciting years the mission had been at the center of

Pentecostal activity around the world. Then the revival had faltered. From

Seymour’s perspective, the Holy Spirit had been grieved. In 1915, Seymour, now

a bishop, took time to reflect on a number of issues which had troubled him for
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several years. Some of these were pastoral, others were social, and still others

were theological in nature. Seymour struggled deeply with the pain he felt over

the various  kinds of divisions which had taken place at the mission. One of these

divisions had to do with the intrusion of racism.

As Seymour summarized the situation a decade after the sudden onslaught

of revival, he noted that his desire was that black and white Christians would learn

to get along. One can almost feel the wistfulness which lay behind his revelation

that “...some of our white brethren have prejudices and discrimination.”49 If it had

been up to Seymour, the races would have continued to mix with no limitations

placed upon anyone. But prejudice and discrimination had emerged as a real

problem, not only in the larger social context of America or even Los Angeles, but

now it was a growing problem within the Pentecostal churches. The blood which

had, in some minds, washed the color line away at the mission, had apparently left

others untouched.

 If racial prejudice and discrimination could be laid at the feet of the

whites, Seymour was clear that not all white Pentecostals were racists. Some had

continued to be loyal to their black sisters and brothers while others had not. Even

those who had deserted the mission had not all been racially motivated. Some had

merely been victimized by what he termed “wild fire and fanaticism.” In fact,

some African-Americans at the mission had deserted for exactly the same reasons.

But Seymour was equally clear that some white Pentecostals had caused division
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explicitly by introducing racial issues.50 And Seymour struggled with the painful

consequences.

 It appears that some of the blacks who had stayed at the mission were

ready to exclude all whites as racists. This fact troubled Seymour as much as the

rejection by whites troubled him. His black parishioners were now in danger of

reacting to white racism in equally divisive and sinful ways. They were about to

counter the prejudice and discrimination which the whites had unleashed upon

them with a reactionary prejudice and discrimination against the whites. Seymour

knew that even Pentecostals were capable of engaging in racially motivated acts

of oppression and retaliation against one another, what he labeled as “race war in

the churches.”51 It was this reality which led Bishop Seymour now to address his

flock.

 The result was a compromise solution which he hoped would satisfy both

the blacks who had been burned one too many times by white racism and the

whites who had remained loyal to the mission. “We want all of our white brethren

and white sisters to feel free in our churches and missions,” offered Seymour.52

Whites would, therefore, continue to be welcome at the mission. They could

attend and participate fully in worship, but their ability to participate in all

activities of the mission would now be slightly curtailed. No longer would whites
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be welcome to serve in any governance role. All leadership roles at the mission

and its daughter churches, from the Bishop to the trustees would now be filled by

“people of Color.”53 This action was passed by unanimous vote of the mission’s

membership on May 19, 1914.54

On the other side of the compromise, Bishop Seymour had a word for his

black brothers and sisters. His criticism of prejudice and discrimination of some

white Pentecostals was not  to be construed as a blanket judgment against all

whites. Neither were the limitations on roles of governance to people of color to

be construed as some perverted form of paternalism over whites. Whites might

choose to act in such ways, but as Bishop of the mission, William J. Seymour

urged his black parishioners not to stoop to the same level. Even if many white

Pentecostals engaged in prejudice and discrimination, Seymour announced, “we

can’t do it because God calls us to follow the Bible.”55

Seymour’s appeal to the Bible was based on the normative character of

what he found there about God, the nature of sin, salvation, and the church. At

issue were not merely a series of diverse opinions or even the issues of ethnicity,

race, or color. What was really at stake was the unity of the body of Christ formed

by the Holy Spirit (1 Corinthians 12:12-14). Christ’s church was literally being

torn apart by people who harbored racist ideas or sentiments and who took racist
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actions. The disunity of the church which resulted was a travesty of the gospel.

Seymour argued that for people to confess that they were Christians, then to

manifest some form of prejudice, discrimination or other racial act was highly

hypocritical. He cited Paul’s challenge to Peter’s hypocrisy over Jewish/Gentile

relations in Galatians 2:11-20, and he noted Jesus’ repeated warnings to the

Pharisees as adequate evidence that hypocrisy should not be tolerated within the

body of Christ. All who claimed to follow Christ were to obey His command to

love everyone, and to pursue peace and holiness (Hebrews 12:14).

Jesus alone should be exalted (Matthew 17:8), continued Seymour, not

one race over another. The color of one’s skin should not matter, for salvation is a

spiritual matter. “Jesus Christ takes in all people in his Salvation,” he went on.

Christ doesn’t discriminate between blacks, whites, the Chinese, Indian,  or

Japanese. Why? -- because “God is Spirit” and it is precisely by virtue of the new

birth, a birth of water and Spirit (John 3:3-5) that all claims to belong to Christ

must be understood, for in that act the Spirit of Christ who is the sole measure of

true Christian identity comes to reside in all such individuals (Romans 8:9).56

 Seymour’s compromise which limited white participation in mission

business and which urged blacks to follow the Bible must be viewed, then , not as

a final solution to the racial problem, but as an interim solution “for peace,” a

concession to human frailty upheld by an increasingly segregationist racism which

was permeating American society, including the church. It was a pragmatic
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expediency which Bishop Seymour hoped would provide all of his flock “greater

liberty and freedom in the Holy Spirit.”57

 In the end, William Seymour knew that the path down which he led his

flock would offend some critics. But he was committed to follow through with his

plan. “We are sorry for this,” he apologized, but he hoped that everyone who took

the time to read his “Apostolic Address” would come to the same conclusion that

he had reached. In May, 1914, Bishop Seymour did what he thought was best for

the mission and its ongoing work, both short and long term, and limited the role

which whites could play.58

 II. Race and the Assemblies of God

    A. The Church of God in Christ and the Assemblies of God: Siblings or 

    Offspring?

From the beginning of the modern Pentecostal Movement discussion over

how Pentecostals of various colors should relate to one another, and specifically

how white Pentecostals should best relate not only to their black Pentecostal

brothers and sisters but to the whole of the black citizens of the United States has

been taking place. The Azusa Street mission provided an egalitarian model during

its first decade, and of all churches it seemed to enjoy the greatest success at racial

inclusivity on a substantial scale in those early years.

Another group which held the same potential was the Church of God in
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Christ. Formed in 1897 when Elders Charles Harrison Mason and Charles Price

Jones were expelled from the Baptist churches for preaching sanctification as a

second definite work, this work grew steadily. In February-March, 1907, Mason

made a visit to the Azusa Street mission where he received “the enduement from

on high.”59 He returned to Tennessee where, after extensive discussion with C. P.

Jones, the two decided to go their separate ways . In August, 1907, the Church of

God in Christ was reorganized under Bishop C. H. Mason, and formally

incorporated.60 Such action made the Church of God in Christ unique among

Pentecostals. It was the first Pentecostal denomination to  incorporate and

guarantee that its ministers could receive travel advantages from various railroads.

Throughout the South, a number of Pentecostal groups had come into existence

during the last decade of the Nineteenth Century or the first decade of the

Twentieth Century. Some of these, like the Church of God in Christ, were

previously identified with the Wesleyan-Holiness Movement, but when they

received the message of the baptism of the Spirit, complete with the “Bible

evidence” of speaking in other tongues they moved into the Pentecostal camp.61

Others were newly formed as Pentecostal groups, one of which was Charles F.
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Parham’s Apostolic Faith Movement, a group whose primary strength was in

Kansas, Missouri, Arkansas, and Texas and which, according to best estimates,

numbered about 8,600 members in 1906.62 Most of these groups, as with those

that would be established later, catered primarily to members of one race or

another, although none of them could be accused of withholding the message of

salvation from members of another race.

 In these early years of the Pentecostal Movement, membership rules were

somewhat elastic. It was possible for an individual to carry credentials with more

than one organization at a time. While a person might hold primary allegiance to

one organization, she or he could hold credentials with a second organization as

well.63 Between 1910 and 1914 the Church of God in Christ was especially

inviting to those who might choose to hold credentials with more than one

organization at a time. From Bishop Mason's perspective two facts seem to be

certain. The fact that the Church of God in Christ was incorporated meant that its

ordinations had legal status which other Pentecostals wanted. Thus, it could

become a means whereby, even in the South, the Church of God in Christ could

provide a service to Pentecostal believers regardless of color. Perhaps it would

also be possible to facilitate a multiracial fellowship under the name Church of

God in Christ. Subsequently, however, more than one white group took the name
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Church of God in Christ or negotiated a relationship with Mason’s group.64

 By July, 1910, leaders of Charles F. Parham’s Apostolic Faith Movement

such as E. N. Bell, Howard A. Goss, D. C. Opperman, and Arch P. Collins could

be found distancing themselves from Parham by signing credentials which

commended their bearers to the “‘CHURCHES OF GOD IN CHRIST,’ and in

unity with the Apostolic Faith Movement.”65 On paper, at least, there were over

350 such ministers66 which made it appear that these white ministers composed

roughly half of all Church of God in Christ leadership.67 What now seems quite

apparent is that while these white ministers received ordination from the Church

of God in Christ, they  continued to function along segregated lines. For them, it

was a marriage of convenience, not an integrated fellowship.68 Howard Goss who

negotiated with Mason for the ability to sign these credentials would later label it

"an association...mainly for purposes of business." But was it only a business

proposition for Mason?69
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By the end of 1913, some of these same individuals were looking to form a

totally new entity. A call was issued to the subscribers of E. N. Bell’s Word and

Witness by Bell, Goss, and D. C. Opperman, for a meeting which would be held

April 2-12, 1914, in Hot Springs, Arkansas. As it might be surmised, the mailing

list was virtually all white and largely southern. They issued a call to the

“Churches of God in Christ, and to all Pentecostal or Apostolic Faith

Assemblies.”70 The local Sentinel Record, in an ad probably submitted by Goss or

Bell, merely advertised the meeting as “The General Assembly of the Church of

God in Christ.”71

Bishop Mason had embraced Howard Goss in 1910 making possible a

relationship between many disgruntled Apostolic Faith Movement preachers and

his own Church of God in Christ. His interest in working with the white

community would continue among those who chose to align with the Church of

God in Christ, and it would emerge more fully in 1926 with the incorporation of

the White Churches of God in Christ. At that time Bishop Mason is said  to have

asked Elder August Feick to organize and "set in scriptural order" the "white

phase of the work."72 But in April 1914, Bishop Mason made it possible for these



73
Stephen Strang, “Let’s Heal the Wound of Racism,” Charisma 19:7 (February, 1994), 114.

74
William W . Menzies, Anointed to Serve, 91 notes that “It must be observed that much of the

impetus” for the merger of two southern white groups using the name Church of God in Christ including

one group in Florida as well as The Apostolic Faith/Church of God in Christ group “came out of

dissatisfaction of the two white bodies with an uncomfortable relationship with Elder Mason’s Church of

God in Christ, almost entirely a Negro organization.”

75
H. M. Cadwalder, “I Remember,” The Pentecostal Evangel (April 5, 1964), 6. W hether these

“colored brethren” were  required to sit in the balcony due to J im Crow legislation or they were required to

sit there with other non-delegates is unknown.

76
This is the position held by many in the Church of God in Christ and articulated by Bishop Ithiel

Clemmons in "Insidious Racism in American Religious Statistics," The Whole Truth  (February, 1983), 3.

33

white ministers to leave the relationship which they shared in name, and form a

new group known as the Assemblies of God. There is therefore, some truth to the

allegation that here “the segregating practices of the prevailing American culture”

came into play.73 To be sure, there were a number of factors which gave rise to the

Assemblies of God, but the issue of race was surely one contributing factor.74

Mason, however, blessed the separation with his presence and prayers, and a

number of other blacks who sat in the balcony and sang in the Spirit.75

The poignant significance of this break is that it gave rise to two

conflicting views of the historic relationship between the Assemblies of God and

the Church of God in Christ. In blessing their departure, even if the departure

were made because of white dissatisfaction with black leadership, Mason can be

seen as giving birth to a new offspring, the Assemblies of God.76 On the other

hand, those who formed the Assemblies of God tended to emphasize the relative

independence they had experienced when they carried the Church of God in Christ

name, claiming the relationship to be merely a business necessity. Hence, the view
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commonly held within the Assemblies of God has long been that the two

organizations are no more than siblings.77

The Assemblies of God emerged as a full-fledged organization from that

meeting in Hot Springs. It had been successful at bringing together a number of

ministers from the South and Mid-west as well as a few from other parts of the

country. It elected leaders and The Weekly Evangel became its official voice.  In

June, 1915, the Evangel carried a small report from Denison, Texas, about the fine

results which had recently been counted in Denison and Cotton Mills. Almost

incidentally it notes that “the Colored people” were having fine meetings, too. The

article suggests by its wording that in these early Assemblies of God meetings in

Texas, the races did not mingle although there was some communication between

them.78 Whichever historiographical interpretation one takes says a great deal

about how these groups ought to relate to one another now.

The formation of a national organization such as the Assemblies of God,

even if it were loosely connected, must have brought together people with

differing views on racial issues. If this were not the case, there would have been

no reason for Warren F. Carothers to have written an article published by the

Assemblies of God in August, 1915. Titled “Attitude of Pentecostal Whites to the
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Colored Brethren in the South,” this article was clearly an attempt to address the

concerns about segregationist practices in the South. It was aimed specifically at

“our Northern brethren” and its primary purpose was to assure them that the

practice of segregation even in Assemblies of God churches throughout the South

was being done for very good reasons.79

It is possible that this article would never have been published were the

author not a member of the Executive Presbytery of the Assemblies of God.  W.F.

Carothers had been a Methodist preacher since 1896 and he had served as pastor

of the Texas Holiness Church in Brunner. In 1905 he met Charles F. Parham,

embraced the Pentecostal message, and was appointed field director of the

Apostolic Faith. In 1906 he had authored a small book on The Baptism with the

Holy Ghost, and three years later he authored a second volume on Church

Government. By 1912 he had had a painful falling out with Parham over the way

the Apostolic Faith was being run, and in 1914 he threw his lot with the

Assemblies of God. That fall, he was elected to the Executive Presbytery.80

W.F. Carothers justified southern segregation by arguing that although all

humanity shared one blood (Acts 17:24-26), God had created a multiplicity of

nations which God divided along color lines. From his perspective the U. S. was
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white and Africa was black. Because of slavery “a whole nation” of blacks had

been “imported” into the South thereby breaking down the natural “geographical

barriers” which God had instituted. Racial friction was the inevitable result of this

intense intermingling of persons because God had intended to maintain “racial

purity and integrity of the different nations.” That this racial friction was only

intensifying was because the Holy Spirit was now at work in what Carothers

called “a final effort to preserve the integrity of the races."81

Carothers went on to argue that while prejudice existed within much of

southern society, it did not exist among  Pentecostals. Segregation within the

churches as it was practiced by southern Pentecostals could not be used as a sign

that they were racially prejudiced, but rather that they were in cheerful conformity

to what he called “wholesome regulations” which were necessary in the South.

“...The Pentecostal people of the South,” he contended, “have not the slightest

prejudice or lack of divine love for the colored people, nor is there any lack of

mutual interest in the work they are doing and in their spiritual welfare.” Indeed,

“A proper separation of the races looking to the integrity of each,” Carothers

reasoned, “is no more ‘prejudice’ than is a proper separation of the sexes. Both

alike are but the dictates of common decency and of a wholesome regard for the

decrees of the Almighty.”82

    It is evident that the Assemblies of God did not have a national policy on the
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issue of racial relations. Those north of the Mason-Dixon line were free to mix if

they chose to do so, and the polity of the Assemblies made that possible. But it is

equally clear that the strength of the fellowship lay in the South. For an executive

presbyter from the South to write an article such as this in the official, national,

weekly voice of the fellowship was for the leadership of the fellowship to take a

fairly strong public stand in favor of the status quo. A trajectory had been set

down which path the Assemblies of God would now proceed. 

    B. "American Law and Society": A Canon Above the Canon

The trajectory for racial relations in the Assemblies of God which was set

in the teens continued to guide the fellowship in the 1920s and 30s. The policy of

the organization which combined the independence of congregationalism with the

relaxed connectional character of a modified presbyterianism cleared the road for

regional acceptance or rejection of African-American applicants for ministry. Not

surprisingly, there are very few African-Americans who sought credentials during

those years, but those who did were typically from north of the Mason-Dixon

line.83 So rare in the history of the Assemblies of God was the ordination or the

recognition of a pre-existing ordination for a single African-American prior to

1962 that it was popularly assumed that none had ever taken place.84

At least four persons were ordained or had their ordinations recognized
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shortly after the Assemblies of God formed. The husband and wife team of I. S.

and Mattie Neeley, who were previously members of the Church of God in Christ

group that met in Hot Springs, Arkansas, were missionaries to Cape Palmas 

(Liberia), West Africa.  Isaac and Martha Neeley were supported for a time by a

black Pentecostal congregation in Chicago, but following his death in 1923,

Martha Neeley continued on as an Assemblies of God missionary until 1930.85

The third African-American with ordination was E. S. Thomas. His name

appears first in the ministers’ list of the Assemblies of God in 1915. In this listing

he is the first and possibly the only minister in the Assemblies of God who ever

carried the designation “(colored)” following his name.86 The Reverend Ellsworth

Thomas ministered in New York, and he was a member of the Assemblies of God

until his death in 1936.87

The Christian Evangel, successor to The Weekly Evangel as the voice of

the Assemblies of God, also mentions a Lee Hawkins who, for a short time in
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1919,  held credentials as well, but he was ultimately dismissed by the credentials

committee for charges of a “serious nature.”88

    Throughout the '20s and '30s little more could be said about how blacks were

perceived or whether they were becoming a greater part of the Assemblies of God.

Howard Kenyon’s unpublished Ph.D. dissertation , “An Analysis of Ethical Issues

in the History of the Assemblies of God,” has done a credible job of assessing the

literature and practices during those years.89 He notes that it was 1939 when the

General Presbytery went on record as recommending:

…that when those of the colored race apply for ministerial recognition,
license to preach only be granted to them with instructions that they
operate within the bounds of the District in which they are licensed, and if
they desire ordination, refer them to the colored organizations.90

The fact that this issue came before the General Presbytery in 1939 signals

that someone had begun to raise the question of what role African-Americans

might play within the Assemblies of God. The question, it turns out, originated in

the Eastern District because Robert Brown, pastor of the prestigious Glad Tidings

Tabernacle, was supportive of the full ordination of qualified candidates

regardless of race. Indeed, he had recommended several for ordination including
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Ellsworth Thomas.91

Without a national policy in place, however, the General Presbytery had

been put into a quandary. What were they to do? On the one hand there were those

who were now beginning to signal strong support for the ordination of blacks. On

the other hand, the bulk of Assemblies of God constituency still lay south of the 

Mason-Dixon line where racial segregation was a fact of life, indeed, racism was

institutionalized through governmental legislation in the form of Jim Crow laws.

The General Presbytery debated the issue and came up with a solution

which, in the vacuum of no national policy, made it possible for any district which

wished to do so to grant a license to preach to any qualified candidate regardless

of race. At the same time it chose not to force the issue on those who would

clearly oppose the idea by refusing the ordination to blacks which could only be

granted by the national body. Instead, it chose to encourage those who were

interested in ordination to seek it in churches such as the Church of God in Christ.

It was a delicate attempt to balance the issues on the floor, but it was also a vote

for the status quo. The issue would not go away, however.

In 1942, a “National Conference for United Action among Evangelicals”

was convened in St. Louis, Missouri. In the end, the National Association of

Evangelicals emerged as a new entity. The Assemblies of God, Pentecostal

Holiness Church, Church of God (Cleveland, TN.), and the Open Bible Standard

Churches had been invited to the meeting and now became charter members of the
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NAE. It may have been their contact which, in part, spurred thinking about the

ways in which black and white Pentecostals might relate to one another.

Whatever the case may be, beginning in 1943 pressure began to grow for

greater inclusion of blacks in the Assemblies of God. It came in the form of a

resolution at the General Council that year, “That provision be made through our

Missions Department in cooperation with our various District Councils to

promote missionary activity among our American colored people.” In subsequent

discussion, the situation in the South, the need for evangelism among African-

Americans, and the question of whether or not such activity would be viewed as

“competition” for the Church of God in Christ were all reviewed. Ultimately, the

resolution was referred to the Executive Presbytery for further study.92

Two things are significant about this proposal. First, nothing was

mentioned about the ordination question. Second, it is clear that while the

resolution brought the situation of the African-American to the General Council

floor for the first time, it did so in a way which separated “our American colored

people” from the white American majority by viewing their needs as best handled

by the Missions Department in cooperation with various District Councils. Still

the issue had been raised.

 Between General Councils, the Executive Presbytery acted to formulate a

plan which might conceivably gain national support.  In 1945 when the General
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Council met again, Ernest S. Williams, then General Superintendent, introduced

“Brother Bruce Gibson of New York City, a representative of the colored race,” to

the delegates. The purpose of his visit to the Council was to encourage the

delegates to think seriously about establishing a “colored branch” of the

Assemblies of God. Following discussion, a resolution undoubtedly written

beforehand was offered and adopted. It read:

RESOLVED, That we encourage the establishment of Assembly of God
churches for the colored race and that when such churches are established
they be authorized to display the name, “Assembly of God – Colored
Branch.93

There was more to come.

It is evident from the minutes of the 1945 General Council that the Home

Missions Committee was already prepared to deal with the issue of a “Colored

Branch.”  It had prepared and now presented revisions to Article X of the bylaws

dealing with the Home Missions Department. Sections 5a and 5b defined a branch

and described the relationship which the branch had with the General Presbytery,

the District Councils, and membership in the General Council.94 But according to

Section 5c, these provisions would not apply “to the work among the Negro (or

Colored) people of the United States.”95 The Committee went on the elaborate on

the special character of the black-white relationship. “Conforming to American
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law and society,” it offered:

...our work amongst the Colored People will remain distinct and separate,
and the Colored Branch when formed shall be under the supervision of the
Home Missions Department. It is further understood that no transfers to or
from any District shall be given or received.96

The report was adopted by the Council.

It seems somewhat anomalous today that during this same General

Council the delegates adopted a resolution which condemned Anti-Semitism and

disapproved of any minister who might choose to identify with those engaged in

Anti-Semitic behavior or rhetoric.97 It is even more ironic that these same

delegates excoriated the Vatican for what they called “religious discrimination and

suppression” and pledged themselves to loyal cooperation with a rousing but

edited quotation from Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address given in the midst of a war

being waged, in part, over the issue of freedom for America’s black slaves.98 But

that was the nature of American law and society in 1945.

By today’s standards the establishment or continued operation of a

“Colored Branch” would be viewed as a highly paternalistic, even a racist act. It

allows to stand unchallenged the norms, standards, and prejudices of a segregated

and racist society and provides them with the power which comes with their
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institutionalization within the church. Prejudice plus power,  after all, yields

racism.99

But in 1945 there were a number of denominations with such branches.

Such separation was not difficult to envision. The subjection of black leaders to

white leaders was rampant in American society. It was the peak period of Jim

Crow and racial segregation. Furthermore, there was precedent for complete

segregation among the Pentecostal Holiness people, and the Church of God

(Cleveland, TN) had long had a black branch.100 It was, therefore, not an

unthinkable way to go.

Even with this vote in hand, the issue of whether or not to establish a

“Colored Branch” within the Assemblies of God was not over. Throughout the

next two decades the issue would continue to be debated at various levels. What

was clear was that despite the vote of 1945, there was not the resolve to

implement the action. In 1947 the Resolutions Committee again moved the

“establishment of a Colored Branch of the Assemblies of God” because, it said,

requests were coming from the black community for help and it claimed that “no

testimony comparable to that of the Assemblies of God” was being presented
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among the thirteen million African-Americans in the U.S.101 The issue failed to

materialize on the agenda of the 1949 Council, perhaps because it was still being

debated behind the scenes, but the 1949 Council was dominated by another more

inflammatory issue, the New Order of the Latter Rain.102 It is probable that this

issue moved to the fore because it affected more churches in the Council than did

the question of blacks. That year was also the time when the Assemblies of God

constituency first discussed becoming members of the Pentecostal Fellowship of

North American which was largely born from the fellowships which already held

membership in the NAE.103 In fact, the issue of whether the Assemblies of God

should maintain membership in the NAE and take membership in the PFNA were

each subject to considerable debate during this Council. In the end, the

Assemblies of God voted positively on both issues but never addressed the issue

of a “colored branch."104

During the 1950s and '60s the fact that the Assemblies of God had never

acted on the authorization of its constituency to establish a “Colored” branch
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could be viewed in several ways. The only norm or canon to which the

Assemblies had ever appealed on the subject of race relations was “American law

and society.” The denomination could be said, therefore, to have dragged its feet

with respect to the issue of race just as the American public was doing.

Yet, clearly there were continuing struggles at the level of denominational

leadership on what to do. From time to time, letters would be addressed to the

General Superintendent which prodded him for action. Always, the response was

the same. In one  such response Ralph M. Riggs wrote:

I agree heartily with you that our colored brethren are dear to the heart of
God and need the gospel as well as everybody else. The only matter which
is in doubt is how we can best discharge our responsibility toward them.105

The struggle was, indeed, a genuine one. The year 1954 brought with it the

unanimous decision of the U. S. Supreme Court on Brown vs. The Board of

Education in which the claim for “separate but equal” public schools was

destroyed. Ralph M. Riggs attempted to engage the services of the Reverend

Nicholas B. H. Bhengu to initiate and facilitate some contact between the

Assemblies of God and the Church of God in Christ.106 Bhengu was a black

Assemblies of God evangelist from South Africa who held a highly publicized

tour through Canada and the U.S. He encouraged Riggs to think seriously about a

“Colored wing” of the Assemblies of God.
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Internal memos show that the leadership in Springfield was very

concerned about the ramifications of such a move. The General Presbyters and the

General Council had debated the issue at length in the '40s. Indeed, there was

concern that there might be a “breach of peace” within the Assemblies were there

to be such a move at this time. Riggs responded to Nicholas Bhengu by pointing

out the “revolutionary” character of this suggestion in light of the “race prejudice

which exists, especially in our Southland.”107

Given the task of oversight which Riggs had for a fellowship which was

now truly national, the dilemma must have been highly frustrating. Lines had been

drawn and there appeared to be no simple solution to a problem which stretched

the credulity of submission to a biblical canon when decisions had already been

made to conform to the canon of “American law and society.” For the time being

it would have to be that the Assemblies of God would wash its hands of the issue

by simply referring all such racial questions to the Church of God in Christ as its

sibling or else explore ways with Church of God in Christ leaders about how the

two groups might work together. In point of fact, both  methods were

simultaneously employed.

When Noel Perkins was asked why the Assemblies of God did not

undertake evangelism among the black and Native American populations, D. C.

Foote, then Finance Secretary responded in his absence. The General Council had
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never addressed the issue favorably, he noted. Moreover, a number were arguing

that

the Church of God in Christ is the exact counterpart of the Assemblies of
God in doctrine and...since it is a sound organization with actually a larger
constituency than the General Council of the Assemblies of God, there is
no need of instituting a new movement in competition with it.108

In the meantime, Ralph Riggs was attempting to explore the possibility

that the Assemblies of God and the Church of God in Christ engage in “some

friendly exchange....” After all, “The Assemblies of God have been content in the

past to allow the Church of God in Christ to be the counter part of our church in

its dealings with the colored people in the United States.”109

In spite of Riggs’ best effort at developing rapprochement, the letter attests

to a kind of paternalism. It is very doubtful that Riggs would have recognized it as

such for his letter was reflective of the surrounding white culture. The Church of

God in Christ was portrayed as a younger sibling which the Assemblies had

allowed to work with the black population. Now, however, Riggs was reaching

out to them, willing to grant them a greater level of equality, and as a gesture of

good will, give them the opportunity to purchase Sunday school literature with

their own imprint. In later correspondence he suggests that it might even save
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them money.110

 The initiative which Riggs took must be viewed as a genuine attempt to

find a solution to his racial dilemma. He seems personally to have been committed

to a greater racial equality. “It is certainly high time in American living and in our

church experience that we come closer together,” he wrote to Battle.111 And his

suggestion would provide two points of deniability for the Assemblies of God.

For those who were demanding that the Assemblies reach out to the African-

American community, Riggs could point to a tangible cooperative effort with the

Church of God in Christ. For those who were opposed to the Assemblies of God

reaching out to embrace the African-American community within its ranks, he

could safely say that he had intentions which merely recognized a sister

organization with a fine ministry in the black community. In this way, Riggs could

avoid the pressure to integrate on the one hand and the pressure to segregate on

the  other. In either case he would not extend the Assemblies of God beyond the

limits common to American law and society.112 But Riggs’ letter must also be
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placed within the context of a white dominated and racist society. Conformity to

American law and society would have left Riggs blind to his own racial

presuppositions.

 Throughout the fall and into 1956, Riggs continued to make overtures to

the Church of God in Christ. A number of the Executive Presbytery, including

Riggs, visited the Church of God in Christ convocation in December, 1955. In

February 1956 he was still in correspondence over the possibility of a joint

publication which he tried to sell by convincing Bishop J. O. Patterson that the

material which the Church of God in Christ was using, material published by the

“International Council of Religious Education Sunday School lessons” were

produced by “modernists” and the Assemblies of God provided a viable

pentecostal alternative which could be used to “indoctrinate” Church of God in

Christ people “with our glorious Pentecostal message.”113 In the end, Riggs’

appeals to the Church of God in Christ failed and he was forced by continuing

pressures within the Assemblies of God to look for other solutions.

 The 1950s were very turbulent years. Following the end of World War II

and the takeover of mainland China in 1949 by Mao Tse-tung, the Cold War

moved steadily toward center stage on the international scene. Within the country,

the opportunistic Senator Joseph McCarthy dominated the first half of the decade

with his charges that communists had managed to infiltrate many American
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institutions. The Supreme Court was actively reversing a half-century of Jim

Crow laws and the Civil Rights Movement began to become a formidable

movement under the leadership of such able spokespersons as the Reverend

Martin Luther King, Jr. The Republican party benefited from the turmoil of the

'50s and Vice President Richard Nixon’s appeal to American fears of communism

made believers of many Pentecostals. Many even suggested that the agitation

toward integration was “Communist inspired.”114

 The General Presbytery of the Assemblies had reviewed the issue of race

relations in 1955, then expunged all records of their discussion. In 1956, however,

they authorized a study on the questions of segregation and integration. This

apparently came at the recommendation of the Executive Presbytery who were

looking for “a convenient and deliberate approach to the whole matter” because

the handwriting was on the wall. “Even the churches are going to be challenged

concerning their attitude,” noted Riggs.115

 As a result of this action, a study commission with members from both

northern and southern states was appointed. It would broaden the discussion by



116
Letter from Riggs to Lundquist, 12 September 1956, 1.

117“NAE Convention Resolutions,” United Evangelical Action 15:6 (May 15, 1956), 7.  The

Church of God (Cleveland, TN) would wait until 1964 to pass such a resolution (“Resolution on Human

Rights,” Church of God Evangel  54:28 [14 September 1964], 15), while the Assemblies of God would wait

until 1968.

52

defining the issue of race relations beyond the relations between blacks and

whites. It would provide a temporary response to critics thereby buying more time

for the fellowship, and by producing a report, it would enable the fellowship to

move beyond what Riggs called “an expedient dodging of the issue” which he

believed had characterized their actions  to date.116 Earlier in the year the National

Association of Evangelicals had strengthened the hand of all its members by

struggling with these issues and passing a resolution on “Human Rights” which

condemned “discriminatory practices against racial minorities” as a violation of

Jesus’ teachings, a hindrance to evangelization and a source of alienation to the

gospel, and which called those in authority to work toward “equal rights and

opportunities for every individual.”117

The report on “Segregation versus Integration” was a year in the making.

While federal troops were called into Little Rock, Arkansas,  in 1957 to aid in the

school desegregation process, the committee worked. Riggs invited Bishop

Charles H. Mason, whom he addressed as “Venerable father and brother in

Christ,” to attend the 1957 General Council of the Assemblies of God in
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Cleveland, Ohio.118 Mason sent a representative to the Council,119 and both Ralph

M. Riggs and Thomas F. Zimmerman, then Assistant Superintendent, responded

by attending the Golden Jubilee Convocation of the Church of God in Christ in

December.120 Once again, Riggs attempted to reopen his proposal regarding a joint

publication venture, but again the proposal went without response.121

In mid-1957 the nine-page report on “Segregation versus Integration” was

submitted to the General Presbytery. It began by noting the complexity of the

issues being addressed. It contended that the question of integration was not

merely a southern problem, but rather, a national one. As a result it acknowledged

that it was a genuine question which needed to be faced by Pentecostals.

“If we will lay aside our prejudices and concern about what outsiders may

think, and consider the principles from a Christian standpoint,” the drafters

argued, “we can come up with the correct answers for our churches.” The report

went on to observe that:

Our greatest danger is allowing the fear of outside opinion to cause
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us to form a policy that we ourselves do not wholly agree with.
Full Gospel people must decide what they feel is scriptural and
Christian and stand on these convictions. The racial question is no
exception.122

    According to the drafters of this document, Scripture affirmed that before

God, everyone was equal (Genesis 3:20; Acts 17:28; Romans 2:11). This was an

important observation since the  Assemblies of God had held since 1916 that the

Bible was “The infallible rule of faith and conduct.”123 It had, theoretically, at

least, incomparable normative standing for all of faith and life. But the drafters

also naively noted that equality was something granted to American citizens by

the law, and the U.S. Constitution granted equal rights to everyone.124

The Assemblies of God was guilty of neglecting the spiritual needs of

African-Americans, the drafters claimed quite self-critically, while investing

heavily in African missions.125 That inequity could be redressed by offering

assistance to black churches with similar doctrine, establishing a means of training

and education for those interested in leading black churches, by providing

assistance to "young Negro ministers," and perhaps most importantly by treating
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them as peers, as equals.126

These were noble intentions, indeed, but this document also conveyed a

number of concerns. Its guiding recommendation was that since integration of

Assemblies of God churches was inadvisable because of unresolved issues in the

larger society, no public statement on the issue should be made by the Assemblies

of God until it was absolutely essential to do so.127 To move too rapidly could

result in even “greater mistakes.”128 There were many problems which needed to

be handled. Fear was expressed that a policy of full integration would be

detrimental to existing “Negro ministry,” because black pastors were traditionally

educationally disadvantaged. Whites were also less likely to call a black pastor

than a white one and capable black ministers might be left without employment.129

Full integration, it was assumed, would also hinder whites from carrying out the

Great Commission at two levels. First, few African-Americans would choose to

attend an integrated church where whites were in the majority, and second,

“unsaved white people” would not “attend or allow their children to attend

Sunday School where any number of Negroes go.”130 It was only reasonable, then,

to move slowly, accommodating to the culture region by region, allowing each
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region to move as quickly or slowly as it chose to move on the issue and only

when “the general public is ready and it will not interfere with the progress and

expansion of our movement” announce to the public that “we consider all men

equal.”131 In essence, once again, the canon of American law and society was

invoked, a canon which would blunt the prophetic edge of the canon allegedly

embraced by the fellowship for all matters of faith and practice, according to its

doctrinal affirmation. The General Presbytery accepted the document’s

recommendation and the Executive Presbytery released a brief statement

highlighting the polity of the Assemblies of God for use in responding to inquiries

on the official position of the fellowship.132

The General and Executive Presbyteries had begun to form a national

policy on race relations. It was formed by a “tip-of-the-hat” to Scripture with an

overriding conformity to  the mores of American law and society, that is, the

policy would be to go only with what the market would bear, and it could be

facilitated by working through the fellowship’s existing polity. This policy

avoided a breach in the fellowship and it did not prematurely commit the
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Assemblies to a particular position before the public. When in April 1958 the

Tuskegee Institute did a survey of what churches had done regarding the issue of

desegregation, the General Secretary J. Roswell Flower’s response was consistent

with this policy and to the point.

The Assemblies of God is a vigorous missionary and evangelistic
association which has not concerned itself with social and racial problems.
No actions of any nature have been taken to encourage or discourage
desegregation in any community or the country as a whole. There are a few
ordained ministers of the colored race in the Assemblies of God and some
of our churches, particularly in the northern states, do have members of the
colored race. That is about the extent of the church’s participation in
desegregation.133

As the decade ended, new questions emerged. Membership of the

Assemblies of God in the Pentecostal Fellowship of North America, as well as

that of other southern-based pentecostal denominations during this period may

also shed light on certain PFNA actions as well. It is highly unlikely that the

PFNA would reflect a position which was different from that taken by many of its

constituent member churches. The Minutes of the organization’s Eleventh Annual

Convention (1958) note for the first time that “A representative of the Church of

God in Christ made inquiry concerning possible membership of his group with the

PFNA....” He was told that it would be necessary for him to submit a formal

application which would be reviewed by the Board of Administration.134

 Nothing appears to be out of order with the advice which was given,
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according to these minutes. But there appears to be no  record of any prior or

subsequent applications, formal or otherwise, having ever been submitted to the

PFNA. What is troubling about this observation is the statement attributed to the

Reverend R.O. Corvin, who, for some years served on that Board of

Administration. He is reported to have acknowledged publicly in the late '70s

“...that the all-white PFNA had, in the past, received applications from Black

Pentecostals to affiliate, but had ‘by agreement’ prevented their joining.”135 If this

were the policy of the Board of Administration during the 1950s it would not have

been out of character with white pentecostal sensitivities of the time.

In December 1958, the Assemblies of God named a final committee to

study the feasibility of establishing some form of “ Colored Fellowship.”136 It

made its report to the General Presbytery in 1959. Its findings differed little from

the recommendations made at the 1945 General Council, although it was slightly

less paternalistic.137 The work of the committee was commended, the report was

tabled, and the presbytery agreed that the report should receive no publicity.138

With the new decade, however, a new factor seems to have emerged. It

was finally observed by the Assemblies of  God leadership that there was really
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nothing but precedent which would not allow an African-American to be

ordained. A few African-Americans, as we have already observed, had already

been ordained. The issue ultimately, rested, then, on the recommendation of the

District Council. The Constitution and Bylaws of the Assemblies of God had

continued to be silent on the issue and as such, appeal could be made to them, that

all the basic qualifications necessary for ordination had been met with no mention

of race whatever.  Robert Harrison, an experienced musician, pastor, and

evangelist of the Northern California-Nevada District Council, who worked with

Billy Graham for several years, was a prime candidate. After nearly two more

years of deliberation and debate, Harrison was granted ordination by action of the

Executive Presbytery July 17, 1962.139

If the 1950s were troubled years, the '60s were worse. President Kennedy

attempted to marshal church support for civil rights.140 In 1963 he was

assassinated. Two years later saw the Watts riots, and throughout the early '60s

Malcolm X and Martin Luther King, Jr. offered two competing models for

moving ahead. The Black Power movement grew and whites throughout the 

country felt threatened. Suddenly, on April 4, 1968, a shot rang out and Martin

Luther King, Jr., lay dead.

Some seem to have missed the point of these events, often complaining
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about the coercive nature of government legislation on the issues or the

confrontational character of demonstration. In some cases they pander a

conservative political agenda while offering simplistic assessments of the

events.141 Others were more critical, offering somewhat more mature and

informed reflections.142 But 1968 was a watershed year, for it was the year in

which the General Presbytery adopted for the first time a statement regarding

social concern.  In this statement they went on record as opposing the “social ills

that unjustly keep men from sharing in the blessings of their communities,” and

abhorring “the moral evils that destroy human dignity and prevent men from

receiving the blessings of heaven.” It went on to offer that “community-betterment

projects and legislature actions on social improvement” while useful, only

addressed the symptoms rather than the causes of the problems. Economic justice,

too, was viewed as useful but insufficient. The real issue was sin and it was in

addressing sin that the church could make its most significant contribution. The

Presbytery went on to pledge that the Assemblies of God would, not through

coercion and confrontation, but by living consistent Christian lives, “exert our

influence as Christian citizens to justifiable social action in areas of domestic
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relations, education, law enforcement, employment, equal opportunity, and other

beneficial matters.”143

By 1970 the Assemblies of God leadership had held a conference with a

group of black pastors, inviting them to provide the Assemblies of God with

recommendations and advice on how to begin to minister with some effectiveness

within the African-American community while avoiding a competitive spirit with

the Church of God Christ.144 A short account of this conference was presented in a

dialogue format to the Assemblies of God constituency through The Pentecostal

Evangel.145 In subsequent years a slow but steady program of accepting and

encouraging the ordination of African-Americans and the establishment of

Assemblies of God churches within the African-American community has been

underway within the fellowship,146 but no comparable program designed to shape
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the attitudes of the people, and no program of making clear how to apply the

fellowship’s Statement on Social Concern has been put in place.147

T.E. Gannon, National Director of Home Missions, alone has come the

closest to making a public admission that the Assemblies  of God, through its

unwillingness to speak directly to the issues of racial relations in unequivocal

terms, bears some guilt in fostering racism when he wrote that:

The many social ills, injustices, and racial imbalances that blacks have
experienced make our task [of evangelism among blacks] all the more
difficult, this is because the church has been identified with the system that
has imposed and perpetuated these ills, and partly because the church has
been slow to raise its voice against these wrongs when and where they
exist.148

III. Romans 12:2, Conformity or Transformation? Some Concluding

Observations

At the beginning of this brief survey on some of the historical roots of

racial unity and division I suggested that we might learn some things by looking at

racial issues as they were handled at the Azusa Street mission and how they have

been addressed by the Assemblies of God. I chose the Azusa Street mission and

its African-American pastor precisely because virtually every pentecostal

denomination throughout the world can and frequently does trace its origins to



149
See on this Cecil M. Robeck, Jr., “Pentecostal Origins from a Global Perspective,” in Harold D.

Hunder and Peter D. Hocken, All Together in Our Place: Theological Papers from the Brighton

Conference on World Evangelizatio, (Sheffield , England: Sheffield Academic Press, 1993,  166-180.

63

that mission.149 I chose the Assemblies of God because of its unique relationship

to the Church of God in Christ, because of its relative size and dominance as a

predominantly white pentecostal denomination in the U.S., and because its

response to racial issues was so easily documented. It is now time to see what we

have learned from these examples and ask what implications their stories hold for

all of us.

    A. Prejudice, Discrimination, and Racism: Roots of Division

The issues of prejudice, discrimination, and racism are endemic to life in

the Twentieth Century. They are not merely problems of the American South.

They are American problems. They are not, however, merely problems of the

American people. They are, in fact, problems which face all people everywhere.

All one needs to do is observe the racial, ethnic, and cultural conflicts of Serbia

with her neighbors, or the internecine struggle between tribes in Rwanda to

recognize the international and human dimensions of these problems. But from

what this study has demonstrated, pentecostalism in the U.S. has mirrored these

problems within its history just as the American people have lived it out in theirs.

It is true that even within pentecostal, so-called “Spirit-filled” circles, Paul’s

words to the Romans laments our claims to the contrary, “There is no one who is

righteous, not even one” (Romans 3:10). Prejudice and discrimination, at least,

have been present throughout our common histories.
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Racism is a stronger term yet, however, for it requires not only a

prejudicial attitude and discriminatory practice, it  requires power to implement

these things on a systematic basis, individually, culturally and institutionally.

Within the American context, the power which is necessary to engage in this sin

has traditionally been held by whites. While prejudice, discrimination, even

retaliatory acts of prejudice and discrimination may be found among African-

Americans, racism by its very definition within the American context cannot be

laid at their feet. This is difficult for white pentecostals to understand because they

have frequently confused prejudice and discrimination with racism. But racism is

the sin of white America against “the other.” The extent to which predominantly

white pentecostal groups have benefited from maintaining the status quo within

American society, the extent to which they have played an active role in keeping

the races separated, the extent that they have remained silent when unjust racial

policies have been enforced or just racial policies have been left unenforced, they

are guilty of racism.

Pentecostals as a whole must identify and admit to those acts of prejudice,

discrimination, and/or racism of which they are guilty before forgiveness can be

given.150 It will require soul searching, honesty, and a willingness to change

regardless of their fears. It does not come when a single well-intended person asks

forgiveness on behalf of all others of the same race without their knowledge and
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approval. The confession must be owned by those who say, “Amen.”  Once the

confession is made, attitudes and actions require dramatic changes which are

consistent with the words of confession. Nothing less than repentance and

conversion are acceptable. As a result, Pentecostals will need to be challenged to

think in new, inclusive ways when addressing “the other.”151 Whatever blacks and

whites do in their relationships with one another needs also to be reflected

between their relationships with all “other” groups.

        B. “Love One Another”: Roots of Unity

Bishop William J. Seymour was a rare man in the early days of the modern

pentecostal movement. He recognized that any issue which separated Christians

from fellowship with one another was an attack on the unity of the Church. There

is, after all, only One Church and that is the Church of Jesus Christ. The divisions

which came at the Azusa Street mission split the fellowship which had inspired

Frank Bartleman to describe it as a place where “the ‘colorline’ was washed away

in the blood.” Seymour, like Bartleman, believed that to be true until the colorline

reemerged. And Seymour saw only one solution. In spite of the division he would

continue to offer a welcome even to those who exploited the color issue. He

exhorted his members to do the same and to refuse to sink to the same level as his

detractors.
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Jesus noted that “By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if

you have love for one another” (John 13:35). Paul also enjoined the Romans to

“love one another with mutual affection; outdo one another in showing honor”

(Romans 12:10). For an individual or a congregation or a denomination or some

interdenominational fellowship to allow or to foster racism, discrimination, or

prejudice is to violate both of these words of  advice. Racism must be viewed as

falling into the same category as murder. Neither can be tolerated in a community

ruled by love. To date, the treatment of black Pentecostals by white Pentecostals

in this country has fallen far below the level of a loving relationship or of an

attribution of honor.

Failure to live up to our divine calling as loving sisters and brothers in the

Lord sends a very mixed message to those outside the Church. White Pentecostals

have contended that they have been most concerned about carrying out the

mandate of the Great Commission. But their treatment of African-Americans in

general has contaminated the message which they say they intend to communicate,

a message rooted in reconciliation.

The ways we have chosen to live our lives without consulting with or

considering how our actions might impact people of another race are numerous. A

few examples will suffice to make the point.

1. Flight from the cities to the suburbs has demoralized many Christians who
through no fault of their own cannot afford to run from ghetto life and now
find themselves isolated with even fewer resources.

2. The development of a plethora of Christian schools, the initiatives toward
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voucher credits, and the rise of the home schooling movement have left
public schools, especially in the cities, without adequate resources to
provide for quality education among those who have stayed.

3. The adoption of political views on candidates, on social issues such as law
and order, legislation like California’s “three strikes” bill, English only
legislation, closed national borders, health care, and welfare, or the so-
called moral issues such as single parent family life, illegitimacy, abortion,
euthanasia, nuclear arms, military intervention and the like, without first
living among our Pentecostal neighbors whose families, friends, and
neighbors will inevitably be impacted by our actions does not give
adequate evidence that we even care what they think, to say nothing of
loving them and giving them preferential treatment in our honor for them.

4. The kind of “evangelicalization” among some white Pentecostals who are
looking for social and ecclesial acceptability which has been accompanied
by a downgrading, even denial of what might be termed “Africanisms”152

that once abounded in all Pentecostal churches has included turning our
backs on the gifts of those who were partners in our founding.

As we assess the ways in which black and white Pentecostals have often

worked at cross purposes on many of these issues, it is not so difficult to see why

Islam is making such inroads among young black men in the U.S. It is not a

divided house in the same way that the Pentecostal Movement is divided and it

appears to give young men a sense of pride, self-esteem, and purpose which has

not been found in the same way within the Pentecostal Movement. The rise of
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Islam among black men may, in fact, be a judgment upon a racially divided

church, which the church must now endure or overcome. The way to confront the

issue is to begin again in a relationship of forgiveness, reconciliation, love, and

honor for the other. We need to develop a sensitivity to the needs, hurts, hopes,

and aspirations of one another.153

        

C. Reclaiming Our Heritage

The story of racial unity and division as it has been portrayed within this

paper is not a very happy one. In a very real sense and to a great extent, the

Pentecostal Movement has lost its prophetic promise, the ability to provide a

viable model in which disparate races dwell together in harmony as the reconciled

people of God. This has happened due to fear of the unknown, coupled with a

capitulation to contemporary culture. We have, in fact, conformed to the world. It

is not impossible, in the power of the Spirit, to have our minds, hearts, and lives

transformed by the renewing work of the Spirit. It needs also to be said that there

are a number of people and even a few Pentecostal groups which provide for us a

vision for what we might do together. It is on these that I want to concentrate for a

moment.

1. William J. Seymour and Charles H. Mason provide us with two

examples of men who were open and inclusive of those who came to them,
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regardless of race. Both of them broke with the culture to provide something for

those they served. When those who were white left their ranks, each of them

responded in much the same way. Bishop Mason remained cooperative and

supportive of all Pentecostals, regardless of race. He didn't allow that to be

mistaken for weakness, for he clearly made his own decisions. Still, he made

himself vulnerable to the requests and initiatives of white Pentecostals. Seymour

did not capitulate to white prejudice and discrimination but chose, instead, to

follow Scripture and to exhort his congregation to do likewise. It may be due, in

part, to the fact that both of these men had parents who had been slaves that they

were able to understand the meaning of Jesus' words that

whoever wishes to become great among you must be your servant,
and whoever wishes to be first among you must be slave of all
(Mark 10:43b-44).

Following Jesus' own example, they chose to serve rather than to be served.
     

2. At least one Pentecostal group, which is predominantly white, has had a

reasonably good track record on the issue of race. A.J. Tomlinson who led the

Church of God until 1923, also founded the Church of God of Prophecy.

Tomlinson, while not perfect, nevertheless, made specific moves which ultimately

brought about complete integration within the ranks of his followers. Even when

Tomlinson was still General Overseer of the Church of God, he addressed the
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General Assemblies in 1919154 and in 1922 on the full relationship between all

Christians regardless of race. He lamented the limitation placed on interracial

relationships south of the Mason-Dixon line and he strove to integrate African-

Americans into full partnership in the church.

Upon his death, A.J. Tomlinson was succeeded by his son Milton A.

Tomlinson as General Overseer of the Church of God of Prophecy. He maintained

the full integration of African-Americans within the church, thus avoiding the

extremes of total segregation, paternalistic oversight, or inaction. As of 1991,

African-Americans accounted for 16% of the denomination's membership,155

blacks and members of other ethnic and racial minorities continue to work in

positions of leadership, among them Bishop E.L. Jones who serves as the General

Field Secretary, and Adrian Varlack who until 1993 served as World Missions

Secretary, coordinating all work of the church outside the U.S.

The Church of God of Prophecy has not previously participated in the

PFNA, largely because of their exclusivist ecclesiology. But their experience is

worth reviewing, and under relatively new leadership, they may now be open to

cooperation with the PFNA or its successor.

3. One final illustration comes from the Apostolic Faith Church of God. It

began as a direct offspring of the Azusa Street mission when in 1911 William J.
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Seymour visited Virginia and established Elder Charles W. Lowe as “Senior

Bishop and Chief Apostle of the Apostolic Faith Mission, Handsome, Virginia.”156

Through the years this movement grew and it splintered into a half dozen small

denominations.

Bishop Oree Keyes was elected to lead one of those groups and he took the

position with the humble heart of a servant. As the Lord began to speak to him,

Bishop Keyes was burdened over the disunity which had come to the original

work, some over personalities, some over policy. As a result of God’s prompting,

he went to the bishops of these other small denominations and asked them if they

would consider coming back together. They refused. Over the next year, Bishop

Keyes continued to wait on God for a solution to the problem which he believed

the Lord wanted to address. In 1980 he called a meeting in which he told the other

bishops of his burden. As a token of his sincerity, he volunteered to resign as

bishop of his group in order to facilitate the merger of these groups into the single 

denomination they would become. The group heard his plea and in 1980 remerged

and elected him as Senior Bishop of the Apostolic Faith Church of God.

I bring to you the example of Bishop Oree Keyes who was so burdened for

the cause of Christian unity among his pentecostal sisters and brothers that he was

willing to lay his own future on the line. If Pentecostals are going to be honest

about the issues of prejudice, discrimination, and racism, some new action must
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be taken. Jesus laid it on the line (Philippians 2:6-11). Bishop Keyes followed His

example. For the sake of the gospel, for the reconciliation which is available only

through Jesus Christ in the power of the Holy Spirit, I urge the leadership of the

Pentecostal Fellowship of North America and its constitutive bodies to do the

same.

Cecil M. Robeck, Jr.
Fuller Theological Seminary

Pasadena, CA 91182
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