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January 1996 

Dear Brothers and Sisters in Christ: 

Recent scholarship has devoted extensive attention to the loss 
of members, money, and meaning within the “mainline” 
Christian denominations. Even more tragic for Presbyterians is 
the decline in a sense of identity. Historically, Presbyterians 
have always valued the importance of their heritage. They have 
understood that as a people of God, we cannot know who we 
“are” until we have learned who we “were.” 

What does it “mean” to be a Presbyterian today as we approach 
the end of the twentieth century? A century ago, our 
denomination largely reflected the dominant demographic 
trends of the time. Within the course of this century, those 
same trends have considerably altered our American landscape. 

As we approach the year 2000 A.D., we celebrate the fact that 
our Reformed heritage has been enriched by the many 
contributions of racial ethnic peoples. This volume is testimony 
to our African American brothers and sisters whose own 
identity as a people of God is inextricably part of our Reformed 
heritage. 

On behalf of the Office of the General Assembly, I am proud to 
present this study that documents the spiritual journey of 
many of our African American brothers and sisters in Christ. It 
is my hope that it will encourage other racial ethnic peoples to 
preserve their history so that they may “tell to the coming 
generation[s] the glorious deeds of the Lord, and his might, and 
the wonders that he has done” (Ps. 78:4). 

Sincerely, 

 
 

James E. Andrews 
Stated Clerk
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FOREWORD 

The 201st General Assembly (1989), in response to 
Overture 89-2, directed Moderator Joan SalmonCampbell 
“… to appoint a task force of not more than six [persons] to 
document the history and contributions of all-black 
presbyteries of the South” (Minutes, 1989, Part I, p. 589). 

The task force, appointed by Moderator 
SalmonCampbell, was: James Foster Reese, chairperson 
(Kentucky); N. Joyce Punch, vice-chairperson (Texas); 
Nancy Arnez (Washington, D.C.); Lawrence W. Bottoms 
(Georgia); Robert T. Newbold Jr. (New Jersey); and 
Ferdinand 0. Pharr (South Carolina). Nancy Arnez resigned 
in 1991 for health reasons. Mattie Grigsby (North Carolina) 
was then appointed to the task force. 

The task force was staffed by Joyce E. Evans, 
specialist in the Office of the General Assembly, Louisville; 
and Kristin Gleeson, deputy director in the Department of 
History, Philadelphia. 

The task force recognized that its work would not be 
complete without the study of all-Black synods. It therefore 
expanded its work to include all-Black governing bodies. In 
August of 1991, Darius L. Swann, Ph.D., was engaged as 
researcher/writer. Dr. Swann, along with the committee 
members and the staff, entered actively into the collection 
of materials (published and unpublished), visited sites 
where primary sources were available, contacted persons 
who had significant historical information, recorded 
extensive oral interviews, and reviewed numerous articles, 
programs, and photographs. 

This published history documents how all-Black 
presbyteries and synods provided training grounds for 
Black leadership in the Presbyterian church and the large 
communities; developed innovative program models; 
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sensitized the church to issues of justice, race, and 
inclusiveness; and made distinctive and far-reaching 
contributions. This is a history that had to be recorded. 

This publication only represents a beginning of a 
history that continually unfolds. Individuals, sessions, 
congregations, and governing bodies must continue to 
identify, gather, record, and deposit the work and witness 
of the persons, programs, and activities of the all-Black 
presbyteries and synods of the predecessor denominations 
of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.). As Blacks continue to 
pursue their history in the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), 
the church should also encourage in-depth histories and 
contributions of Asians, Hispanics, and Native Americans 
and other ethnic or racial groups who have enriched this 
communion. 

Lawrence W. Bottoms died in 1995. The task force 
affectionately dedicates this history to his memory and his 
contributions to the church of Jesus Christ. 
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INTRODUCTION 

History is always written after the fact. Events that 
the historian records may, at the time of their occurrence, 
have seemed ordinary, unremarkable, even trivial. Seen 
from the vantage point of the present, however, past events 
are invested with new significance. Now we say, “Aha, that 
was what was going on!” or “Now I understand what was 
happening. I see, I see.” Present events throw into sharp 
relief the past, and the past illuminates the present. 

The main subject of this work is the history of the 
all-Black governing bodies of the Presbyterian Church 
(U.S.A.) and their predecessor bodies. These governing bo-
dies had their origins and development in denominations 
that found themselves unable effectively to integrate Blacks 
into their structures for more than a century because of 
historical circumstances and prior judgments about African 
Americans. 

Historically, the relationship between the different 
Presbyterian churches (with the possible exception of the 
United Presbyterian Church of North America) has been 
characterized by ambiguity and ambivalence.1 The ambigui-
ty is expressed in the Presbyterian churches’ attitudes and 
deliverances in matters affecting African Americans and 
their peculiar situation in the society of the United States. 
These attitudes and deliverances have offered strong advo-
cacy for justice at one juncture, and weak, evasive action or 
silence at another. Their real convictions have appeared 
doubtful, uncertain, and sometimes inexplicable. 

The ambiguities in the churches’ actions relating to 
Black issues have colored the feelings of African American 
Presbyterians about their church. This is explicitly true in 
the conflict concerning slavery, the rights of Black people, 
and the racism that continues to be a dilemma for people of 
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the United States, including Presbyterians. How could these 
churches accept the practice of the United States of declar-
ing life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness to be divinely 
endowed rights, while holding in chattel slavery thousands 
upon thousands of Black men and women? Furthermore, 
the Black presence has been an underlying factor in many 
matters ostensibly relating to biblical authority, social wit-
ness, evangelism, and the unity and mission of the church. 

African American Presbyterians have responded to 
the ambiguous nature of the churches’ concern and treat-
ment with a distinct ambivalence toward the churches 
themselves. Gayraud Wilmore, in his essay, “Identity and 
Integration: Black Presbyterians and Their Allies in the 
Twentieth Century,”2 notes a deep and pervasive ambiva-
lence as the prevailing attitude since 1980 among African 
Americans of the Presbyterian Church toward the predomi-
nantly White, middle-class denomination. Wilmore identi-
fies the source of this ambivalence in the desire of African 
Americans for cultural identity, on the one hand, and a de-
sire for integration as an indispensable characteristic of a 
church that is Christian and visibly united on the other.3 

Black Presbyterians have witnessed occasional pro-
phetic stands by their denomination(s) that nurtured a 
hopeful allegiance. A failure of courage on other occasions 
has induced alienation. The overall effect has been ambiva-
lence, which is reinforced by the failure of the church to in-
corporate into its program and work the insights, elements 
of decision making, and worship style that Black Presbyte-
rians have brought or developed through decades of hard-
ship. Integration of structures, to the extent that it was at-
tempted, generally left Blacks feeling powerless, too scat-
tered to exert weight upon the wheels of power. 

Why write history? some may ask. More specifically, 
why write this history? First, I suspect that there is some-
thing about African Americans’ sense of time, preserved 
from the fractured residue of their African culture, that 
pushes them to remember and tell. John S. Mbiti, in Afri-
can Religions and Philosophy, describes the African sense 
of time as characterized by a long past, the present, and a 
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very short future. Time is seen as moving continually into 
the distant past, called “zamani.” Those who participate in 
the present are not only those who are biologically alive, but 
also those whom he terms the “living dead,” or those who 
are remembered by someone who is alive. By Mbiti’s defini-
tion, most of those who are actors in the pages of this story 
form the “living dead,” and their presence is indeed real to 
us. So this book uses the remembrances gathered in oral 
interviews to help reconstruct a history that is receding into 
“zamani,” to serve the present.4 

Furthermore, there is reassurance by memory. See-
ing the past stretching back behind us, we divine that it 
was not just a succession of ordinary yesterdays, but a fa-
bric woven into a meaningful design in which we can trace 
the working of God. In a society where one’s contributions 
have been constantly devalued, history reassures us of the 
worth of our own experiences. History allows us to distance 
ourselves from our own experience and thereby get a better 
sense of what God has been doing through and with us. 

This history is not just for African Americans since 
the testimonies and deeds recorded in these pages are also 
a part of the past of all those who call themselves Presbyte-
rian. The struggles that have gone on around the issues of 
slavery and race have deeply affected the whole church and 
its witness both at home and abroad. The existence and 
work of the all-Black governing bodies were major factors in 
the development and outlook of both congregations and in-
dividuals that poured their gifts into the church as a whole. 
This narrative may serve to strengthen the self-
understanding of American Presbyterians of whatever race, 
culture, or background. Black Presbyterians stand in rela-
tionship to their church in a way similar to Langston 
Hughes’ perception of African Americans in relation to their 
country: those who seek to preserve and extend the best for 
which the church has stood. Hughes’ passionate prayer was 
that America might be the dream that our myths have fa-
shioned. 

0, let America be America again— 
The land that never has been yet— 
And yet must be 
The land where every man is free. 
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0, yes, 
I say it plain, 

America never was America to me, 
And yet I swear this oath 
America will be! 
An ever-living seed, 
Its dream 
Lies deep in the heart of me.5 

As Hughes, speaking for marginalized Americans, 
calls the nation back to its faith, the Black constituency 
within the Presbyterian church has ofttimes played—and 
may still play—a prophetic role, calling the church back to 
its true nature and mission. Like the grain of sand inside 
the shell of the oyster, it has caused a measure of discom-
fort, even irritation, because the prophetic word may not 
always have been recognized as such. But there is no other 
way to produce a pearl. It is our wish that this book may 
help Presbyterians, even when it causes discomfort, to hear, 
repent, and renew. 

The presence of Africans (later African Americans), 
and their organization into separate presbyteries and syn-
ods, has been among the most critical factors affecting the 
policies and direction of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) 
and its predecessor bodies. At first glance, this may seem 
an untenable assertion since in most general histories of 
the denomination African Americans appear as hardly more 
than a footnote to important events in the Presbyterian 
past. It can be argued, however, that the African American 
presence has been a key factor in determining the most 
fundamental matters relating to Presbyterian identity and 
mission. 

The ambiguities present in the history of Presbyte-
rians dealing with Black people developed naturally in the 
revolutionary milieu of colonial America. Any attempt to 
record and illuminate the history of the Black governing 
bodies requires an appreciation of the social context in 
which they were conceived and formed. 

From the colonial period, the Presbyterian church 
found its constituency divided on the issue of slavery. Some 
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outstanding Presbyterians, like Samuel Hopkins and David 
Colman, expressed strong antislavery sentiments that 
equated slavery with sin.6 Other Presbyterians leaned to-
ward its defense. 

A more detailed discussion of the attitudes toward 
slavery and race will be found in the next section of this 
book. Enough has been said to suggest that an unbridgea-
ble chasm had appeared early in American church history 
in regards to the admissibility of slavery and the place of 
Blacks in churches of most denominations. The inferiority 
of Blacks was advanced to solve the moral and ethical di-
lemma posed by holding in bondage human beings declared 
to be equal and free. Here in this early struggle were 
planted the seeds of the ambiguous responses of the Pres-
byterian church to African Americans and their situation. 
In spite of all the covering over of fissures (Old Side-New 
Side, Old School-New School, North-South), a basic and 
deep division remains in the heart of this church. The ebb 
and flow of the strength of the liberal and conservative 
wings of the church is the source of the very ambiguity that 
has manifested itself in marked inconsistencies in action 
and declarations. 

The reconstruction of this history has not been an 
easy task. Primary sources are the Minutes of the General 
Assemblies and, of course, the minutes of the various all-
Black presbyteries and synods. Unfortunately, in a signifi-
cant number of instances, these basic records are missing 
or incomplete. For example, there is only a single set of mi-
nutes extant for the approximately two decades of the exis-
tence of the Afro-American Synod that was related to the 
southern Presbyterian church (PCUS). Some history has 
been reconstructed from secondary sources: magazine and 
journal articles, books, speeches, and brief historical sum-
maries in bulletins celebrating special occasions, etc. The 
archives of the Philadelphia and Montreat offices of the 
Presbyterian Historical Society have provided a great deal of 
useful material. 

Individual members of the committee have also col-
lected from other persons and provided from their own files 
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items such as documents, program bulletins, pictures, etc., 
which have been extremely helpful. 

The committee that was charged with this task de-
cided early to supplement written sources with oral inter-
views from a large number of persons who have served in 
the Southeast and are knowledgeable of the work and his-
tory of the all-Black governing bodies. These persons are 
listed as oral sources. Informants, however, were not equal-
ly available from all areas. 

The book is structured in six chapters. Chapter I 
provides the social context for the participation of Blacks in 
the religious structures of the United States. Context is ne-
cessary to real understanding. The chapter attempts to de-
pict the Presbyterian stance relating to African Americans 
in the context of the secular debate over the latter’s status 
in the church and the question of their evangelization. The 
question of how Black Presbyterians should be governed 
ecclesiastically was largely determined by the attitudes 
formed during the pre-Emancipation period. 

Chapter II deals with the nature and character of 
Black Presbyterian congregations after Emancipation. The 
nature of the evangelizing process had its effect upon the 
growth and character of the churches and the emerging go-
verning bodies. This chapter looks at some representative 
Black congregations, some of which had their roots in ante-
bellum White congregations. This fact underlines the differ-
ences in approach between the northern and southern 
wings of the church and explains the rationale for the emer-
gence of all-Black governing bodies in the South. The em-
phasis of two of the Presbyterian bodies on education 
through the close linking of congregations and schools had 
important positive and negative effects upon the growth of 
effective presbyteries and synods. 

Chapter III recounts the story of the formation of all-
Black presbyteries and synods. Particular attention is given 
to the role of educational institutions in the growth and 
strengthening of churches and, indirectly, the work of the 
judicatories. Extrajudicatory management systems and the 
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control of finances for institutions affected the amount of 
responsibility and power Black governing bodies actually 
exercised. 

Chapter IV summarizes the emphases and programs 
of the all-Black presbyteries and synods, the contribution of 
educational institutions, and some examples of outstanding 
male and female leadership that developed in the context of 
the yoked church-school system. Special attention is given 
to the different strategies and structures of the predecessor 
bodies and the impact of the several mergers upon the 
Black constituency. 

Chapter V describes the processes by which, in the 
post-World War II period, the all-Black judicatories gradual-
ly achieved control of their affairs and eventually were inte-
grated with formerly White synods and presbyteries. These 
developments, set in the context of a growing civil-rights 
movement that culminated in the 1960s, put forth a num-
ber of notable Presbyterian leaders whose bases were the 
Black presbyteries and synods. As the period of all-Black 
governing bodies came to an end in 1988, an attempt is 
made to assess the accomplishments and values of those 
years of separate existence. 

Chapter VI concludes the book by looking ahead to 
assess what challenges the present and future hold and 
what this history has to teach us. 
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CHAPTER I 

Presbyterian Attitudes Toward Slavery, 
African American Slaves, and Free Persons 

To fully appreciate early Presbyterian attitudes to-
ward slavery and African slaves, we must understand the 
context in which church members and leaders found them-
selves. That means understanding the views of the founders 
of the nation, because Presbyterians were prominently 
present at the constituting of the United States. A number 
of contemporary historians have expressed the view that 
the issue of slavery was central to the conflict at the Consti-
tutional Convention (1787). 

Gunnar Myrdal, in his monumental study, An Ameri-
can Dilemma, identifies “[the] American Creed [as] the ce-
ment in the structure of this great and disparate nation.”7 
This creed embodies the “ideals of the essential dignity of 
the individual human being, of the ... inalienable rights to 
freedom, justice, and a fair opportunity.”8 Myrdal finds the 
roots of the American Creed in the philosophy of the En-
lightenment and in basic Protestant Christianity—more 
specifically in the Bible and in English law.9 

The first two, Enlightenment and basic Protestant 
Christianity, are important to this study. The ideals of En-
lightenment philosophy found expression in the Declaration 
of Independence; and the tenets of Christianity, based on 
Old Testament prophecy and the teachings of Jesus, were 
forces shaping the American Creed.10 

In spite of the high idealism and liberalism of the 
Declaration of Independence—“We hold these truths to be 
self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are 
endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, 
that among these are Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of Hap-
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piness”—the historical record makes it clear that African 
slaves were severely devalued even before 1660 when the 
first recognition of slavery was acknowledged in the Virginia 
statutes. That is to say, prejudice and discrimination 
against Blacks was already firmly established before Tho-
mas Jefferson penned the Declaration of Independence.11 
The changes that Jefferson, James Madison, and other 
founding fathers found it expedient to make in drafting the 
documents that are the foundation of the American repub-
lic, bear out the conclusion that human equality was not 
the prevailing popular view at the time. One historian has 
commented: 

The American Revolution began with the deletion of Jeffer-
son’s bitter condemnation of the slave trade in the Declaration of 
Independence, and ended with a clause written into the Treaty of 
Paris for the return of stolen or escaped slaves. ... The Articles of 
Confederation were completely silent on the matter of slavery.12 

When bargaining and trading began during the for-
mulation of a national constitution, founders like Jefferson, 
Madison, and George Mason (who were personally opposed 
to slavery) made concessions to the supporters of slavery 
who were mainly from North Carolina, South Carolina, and 
Georgia. (Jefferson continued to hold slaves himself though 
agonizing over it and understanding the ultimate conse-
quences of it.) Not only was the period for importing slaves 
extended from 1800 to 1808, but slavery was allowed to ex-
tend into new western territories that opened up south of 
the Ohio River.13 

Even the most liberal of the Founding Fathers were unable 
to imagine a society in which White and Negroes would live to-
gether as fellow-citizens. Honor and intellectual consistency 
drove them to favor abolition; personal distaste, [drove them] to 
fear it. Jefferson said just this when he wrote: “Nothing is more 
certainly written in the book of fate, than that these people 
[Blacks] are to be free; nor is it less certain that the two races, 
equally free, cannot live in the same government.”14 

Not being able to summon up the moral courage 
needed to rise above racial prejudice and adverse to expe-
rimenting with any social order that impinged on the right 
of private property, “the Fathers, unhappily, ambivalently, 
confusedly, passed by on the other side.”15 



PRESBYTERIAN ATTITUDES 

11 

The Slavery Dilemma and Presbyterian Leadership 

If the national leadership lacked the courage to real-
ize the dream embodied in the Declaration of Independence, 
should it be expected that Presbyterian church leaders 
should do more? The answer is “yes” because the church 
had, in addition to the secular idealism of a Jefferson or a 
Madison, the great biblical vision of a better country and 
the faith of the new creations in Christ. 

To their credit, a few Presbyterians unambiguously 
opposed slavery as a moral evil and unsound policy. Among 
these were Benjamin Rush and David Rice. Rush, who was 
strongly influenced by the Quakers, summoned his fellow 
clergy to action with a strong warning on the consequences 
of slavery: 

Remember that national crimes require national punish-
ments, and without declaring what punishment awaits this evil, 
you may venture to assure them, that it cannot pass with im-
punity, unless God shall cease to be just or merciful.16 

Another Presbyterian minister, David Rice, was one 
of the few Virginians to condemn slavery as sin and for his 
stand he was forced to emigrate from the South.17 Jacob 
Green, a pastor in Hanover, Morris County, New Jersey, 
and one of the drafters of that state’s constitution, con-
demned the inconsistency of his countrymen’s demand for 
liberty for themselves while subjecting others to slavery. “I 
am persuaded,” he said in a sermon preached in 1788, 
“these united American States must, and will groan under 
the afflicting hand of God, till we reform in this matter.”18 

These men stood out as exceptions to the general 
rule. On the other hand, because of the strong currency of 
the doctrine of natural rights, few proslavery spokespersons 
were willing or able to challenge directly the antislavery ar-
guments. Their main argument was the natural inferiority 
of Blacks to Whites. Eventually, even those who were sym-
pathetic to the plight of the enslaved and tried to ameliorate 
their condition accepted this viewpoint. Samuel Davies, for 
instance, reputedly the first Presbyterian to carry out evan-
gelistic work among slaves in Virginia, expressed this opi-
nion: 
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The Appointments of Providence, and the Order of the World, 
not only admit, but require, that there should be civil Distinc-
tions among Mankind; that some should rule, and some be sub-
ject; that some should be masters and some Servants. And 
Christianity does not blend or destroy these Distinctions, but es-
tablishes and regulates them, and enjoins every man to conduct 
himself according to them.19 

Although many churchmen and churchwomen could 
not bring themselves to condemn slavery and call for its ab-
olition, there were few prior to the 1830s who were willing 
to defend slavery directly. This fact may be attributed in 
part to the Great Awakening, the spiritual revival that broke 
upon the land in the years between 1725 and the American 
War of Independence. It was a spiritual movement, but it 
was also a democratizing one, for it beckoned into the 
churches a wide diversity of people of disparate back-
grounds. The awakening transformed American Christianity 
from a religion of the spiritually select to a spiritual expe-
rience available to common men and women. By raising the 
value and confidence of ordinary people, it encouraged the 
development of a democratic spirit.20 

The missionary zeal generated by the spiritual energy 
of this revival movement kindled interest in missions to the 
Native Americans, but also raised freshly the question of 
whether African slaves should be evangelized. Eventually, 
most churches would answer affirmatively but with reserva-
tions and conditions. Nonetheless, the idea that Black 
slaves might become brothers and sisters in Christ added a 
new dimension to the dilemma that the majority of Ameri-
cans faced. 

By clearing an avenue down which Negroes could crowd into an 
important sector of the white man’s community, the Awakening 
gradually forced the colonists to face more squarely the fact that 
Negroes were going to participate in their American experience.... 
Most important of all, however, the Great Awakening re-
emphasized the axiomatic spiritual equality of Negroes with 
white men.21 

A marked change in the South’s attitude toward sla-
very seems to have occurred in the early 1830s. Prior to 
that time, the justification of slavery had been in equivocal 
and defensive terms, emphasis being given to the “providen-
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tial” placing of slaves in their situation. From about the ear-
ly 1830s, however, the pro-slavery sentiment assumed a 
more positive, assertive, and militant character.22 

Several factors and events of that period suggest 
possible reasons for this change. 

• Between 1780 and 1800, several northern states, 
including Pennsylvania, Massachusetts, Connecticut, 
Rhode Island, and New York, passed statutes abolishing 
slavery within their borders. Southern states, however, stif-
fened in their resistance to any abolitionist schemes.23 
Meanwhile, the African slave trade continued. In its 1806–
1807 session, Congress passed a law prohibiting trading in 
slaves after 1808 in the face of vehement opposition by rep-
resentatives of the slaveholding interests. The law was not 
enforced and the battle over its passage may have had the 
unintended effect of strengthening southern resistance. It 
prompted slaveholders to hone new arguments in defense of 
a system that supported the largely agricultural economy of 
the South. At the same time, a sharpening abolitionist at-
tack opened an ominous rift in the national spirit. 

• Shortly after the passage of the ineffective law 
prohibiting the slave trade, the American Colonization So-
ciety was founded in 1816–17. Originally, the idea of colo-
nizing free African Americans somewhere in Africa was 
supported by those who wished to emancipate the slaves 
but could not contemplate their existence as social and in-
tellectual equals alongside Whites. Their bias made them 
receptive to the argument that Black people were not ready 
for the demanding roles of freedom, and that slavery was a 
providential school for preparing them socially, culturally, 
and intellectually for eventual freedom. This eventual date, 
of course, was never specified. 

• In that period (1800–1835), several slave rebel-
lions and uprisings in the United States alarmed Whites in 
the slaveholding states and provoked them to a harsher, 
more repressive treatment of slaves. In 1800 in Henrico 
County, Virginia, Gabriel Prosser and Jack Bowler gathered 
more than a thousand slaves and marched on Richmond. 
Denmark Vessey, who had bought his own freedom in 
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1800, planned an elaborate insurrection in Charleston, 
South Carolina in 1822. It was estimated that as many as 
9,000 individuals were involved. The most famous of all the 
insurrections was that of Nat Turner in Virginia, in 1831. In 
his effort to gain freedom for Blacks, Turner and his forces 
(in a twenty-four-hour period) killed sixty White slavehold-
ers before being overpowered and captured by state and 
federal forces. As a result of these and many other such 
uprisings, frightened Whites strengthened repressive legis-
lation to bring African Americans under control. 

The ambiguity of the Presbyterian church’s stance on 
the slavery and emancipation questions is seen at all levels. 
While in an earlier period a churchman—Jacob Green 
(1722–1790)—had issued an unqualified condemnation of 
slavery,24 the Synods of New York and Philadelphia adopted 
an overture in 1787 calling for the procurement of eventual 
abolition.25 By urging its members to educate their slaves 
looking to emancipation at a moderate rate, this court of 
the church in effect made the argument that Blacks were 
not ready for freedom. 

The Synod of the Carolinas, considering the ordina-
tion of James Gilliland, a native son of that state, refused to 
ordain him because of his forthright antislavery stand. The 
synod timidly advised Gilliland to work privately for the 
emancipation of slaves, but to do nothing publicly that 
might destroy the peace of the church.26 

Nowhere is the moral dilemma of the Presbyterian 
church in relation to the issue of slavery more clearly dem-
onstrated than in the Presbytery of Transylvania (Ken-
tucky). As a presbytery in a border state, it probably 
represented as much as any the collision between forces 
supporting radical action against the slave system and oth-
ers who placed the unity and peace of the church before the 
demand for justice and moral righteousness. 

In 1797, the presbytery, struggling with the issue of 
slavery and its implications for church people, addressed 
the question, Is slavery a moral evil? Yes, they replied. But 
to the question, Are all persons who hold slaves guilty of 
moral evil? they gave a negative answer. The question that 
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followed, Who are not guilty of moral evil in holding slaves? 
was left unanswered. Instead, presbytery “resolved that the 
question now before presbytery is of so much importance 
that the consideration of it be put off till a future day.”27 

Andrew E. Murray, in his work Presbyterians and the 
Negro—A History, has recorded in extensive detail the ago-
nized struggle that individual Presbyterians and judicato-
ries underwent in the years between 1818 and 1860. While 
individual ministers did occasionally take unequivocal 
stands against slavery, sometimes having to leave their 
southern pulpits as a consequence, few governing bodies, at 
any level, found the moral courage to do so.28 

The issue of slavery was inescapably forced on the 
General Assembly’s agenda by the case of George Bourne 
and the Presbytery of Lexington, Virginia. After several 
years in the pastorate of the South River Church in Port 
Republic, Bourne and several elder commissioners carried 
to the General Assembly of 1815 an overture asking wheth-
er members of the church who retained people of color in 
slavery could be Christians.29 Bourne himself had become 
convinced that slavery was a sin because it was man-
stealing as defined by Scripture. In support of his inquiry, 
Bourne referred to, without naming, ministers in his pres-
bytery who owned slaves and some who maltreated them. 
The assembly, without making a pronouncement, at-
tempted to dampen down an issue that was sure to become 
a raging fire. It called for peace and charity among the 
brethren and expressed the pious hope that members 
would provide for the religious instruction of slaves in prep-
aration for the time “when God in his providence may open 
a door for their emancipation.”30 

The Presbytery of Lexington, enraged by Bourne’s 
conduct as their representative to General Assembly, put 
him on trial on December 27, 1815. The formal charges 
were stated as follows: 

Common fame charges the Rev. George Bourne, our Com-
missioner to the last General Assembly with having brought very 
heavy charges in the Assembly against some ministers of the 
Gospel in Virginia, whom he refused to name, respecting their 
treatment of slaves, the tendency of which was to bring reproach 
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upon the character of the Virginia Clergy in general ... and with 
having made several unwarrantable and unchristian charges 
against many of the members of the Presbyterian Church in rela-
tion to slavery.31 

Bourne refused to retreat and his presbytery deposed 
him. Bourne appealed to the General Assembly and in 1818 
that body upheld his deposition. While issuing a statement 
that offered a strong condemnation of slavery in its opening pa-
ragraph, it emasculated its impact with qualifications, stu-
diously avoiding the question of man-stealing.32 The entire pro-
nouncement is worth reading because it is one more glaring 
example of the ambiguity that has marked the Presbyterian 
church’s relation with African Americans (see Appendix I).33 

It should be noted, however, that the United Presby-
terian Church of North America (UPCNA), which came into 
being in 1858 through the union of the Associate Synod 
and the Associate Reformed Synod, took a strong unambi-
guous stand against slavery. At the time of the union, the 
new church established as one of its eighteen principles 
this statement on slaveholding: “We declare, That slave-
holding, that is the holding of unoffending human beings in 
involuntary bondage and considering and treating them as 
property, is a violation of the law of God and contrary both 
to the letter and spirit of Christianity.”34 The location of the 
UPCNA congregations may partially account for this coura-
geous position; most of them were located in northern and 
border states. The impact of that tradition would be felt in 
the negotiating of structures when the UPCNA merged with 
the Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A. exactly a hundred 
years after its founding. 

Unlike the United Presbyterian Church of North 
America, the Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A. chose to 
plead the “peace and unity” of the church as a reason for 
not exercising the discipline of its members in what was 
seen as an evil practice. After 1818, the Presbyterian 
church issued no pronouncement on slavery for nearly two 
decades, which was at a time when the national debate on 
the issue reached its highest pitch. 
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Presbyterian Work Among Slaves 

Charles Hodge and the Princeton Theological Semi-
nary group preached the doctrine of no action. Samuel Mil-
ler is said to have admonished his students that any 
preaching on slavery ought to be with caution. Hodge’s con-
cerns are clearly expressed in a statement in 1836 in the 
Biblical Repertory: 

The opinion that slave-holding is itself a crime must operate 
to produce the disunion of the states and the division of all ec-
clesiastical bodies in [the] country. We shall become two nations 
in feeling, which must ... render us two nations in fact. With re-
gard to the church, its operation will be much more summary. If 
slaveholding is a heinous crime, slave holders must be excluded 
from the church. ... Should the general assembly adopt it, the 
church is ipso facto divided. …35 

As we have seen, the Presbyterian Church in the 
U.S.A. sought to mitigate its weak moral position on the 
slavery issue by admonishing its members to provide reli-
gious instruction for their slaves in preparation for some 
vague future emancipation. We examine now what this 
church did along these lines and with what results. 

Notwithstanding the fervor (some would say fanatic-
ism) of the abolitionists and the Jesuitical arguments of the 
pro-slavery adherents, the large body of Presbyterians, 
North and South, seemed simply to wish that the whole 
slavery issue would go away. When forced to face the issue 
they temporized. The Presbyterians acknowledged that sla-
very was an evil practice and not in accord with the tenets 
of their faith, but they could not bring themselves to declare 
that slavery was sin. That would have required disciplinary 
action against slaveholders, which they had not found the 
courage to adopt. As is the case of the 1818 General As-
sembly (PCUSA) pronouncement, a sweeping denunciation 
of slavery ended in a small squeaking denouement (Minutes, 
PCUSA, 1818, pp. 20–21). 

The escape hatch constructed by the church at 
large produced consequences that continue to prevent the 
church from accepting and cherishing its diversity. In both 
the North and the South, White Presbyterians accepted 
and acted on the notion that Black people were inferior in 
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culture, intelligence, and morals. From this stubborn per-
ception, two consequences issued. First, while grudgingly 
admitting the humanity of African Americans, Whites as-
sumed them to be of a lower order for whom a slave status 
was not inappropriate since they were obviously not 
equipped to appreciate or exercise freedom. Blacks, they 
reasoned, needed to be treated differently until they ac-
quired the maturity and discipline that was necessary for 
the exercise of individual and collective freedom. 

Secondly, flowing from the foregoing assumption was 
a view that slavery was a school through which Blacks 
could develop discipline, morals, integrity, and other quali-
ties in which their White masters found them lacking. Far 
from seeing slavery as an outrage against the humanity of 
persons, pro-slavery advocates, as well as those who sup-
ported eventual emancipation, could think of the slave sys-
tem as essentially benefiting those held in bondage. 

In the period following 1830, those Presbyterians 
who were not promoting immediate emancipation adopted 
the path of giving religious instruction to their slaves. This 
was done to amend those character flaws in which the bond 
servants were observed to be prone. 

Charles Colcock Jones, who would certainly be con-
sidered an enlightened Southerner, saw the evil of slavery 
but could not bring himself to condemn it outright. Rather, 
he seemed to try to preserve his innocence and/or ameli-
orate his guilt by preaching constantly to his fellow south-
ern slaveholders their responsibility to give their slaves reli-
gious instruction. Jones wrote in one of his numerous pub-
lications on the subject: 

And what is the moral and religious condition of this people? 
…  We are aware of the ignorance which prevails among them of 
the word of God, of the doctrines and duties of Christianity, and 
of the superstition which is necessarily connected with that ig-
norance. We know the extreme feebleness of their sense of obli-
gation to improve the means of grace and of instruction, placed 
within their reach, and expressly designed for their good. We 
know how defective is their standard of character, and even of 
Christian character; and what constant care and trouble, and 
frequently what grief they are to the churches with which they 
are connected, and how gross are the crimes for which they are 
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ordinarily disciplined. We are acquainted with their violations of 
the marriage contract; their general disregard of virtue, honesty, 
and truth; their want of kindness to each other, and fidelity in 
business: their tendency to drunkenness, and to idleness; and 
their profanation of the Sabbath day. These characteristics at-
tach to them, both in a state of slavery, and in a state of freedom, 
and they are generally considered as degraded as any other class 
of people in the United States.36 

Presbyterians, like most other church denomina-
tions, avoided the moral dilemma of slavery by asserting a 
distinction between religious liberty and civil freedom. 

During the period of slavery, those slaves who were 
Christianized generally attended the church of their mas-
ters. Special seats for Blacks in the balconies or at the rear 
nullified any notion that before God masters and slaves 
were on equal footing. Having slaves worship in White 
churches was a way of control. Charles Jones, in his writ-
ings on the religious instruction of the slaves, advises 
against separating Blacks from the Whites. 

The organization of the negroes into churches, independent 
of white churches and ecclesiastical bodies, and in no manner 
subject to their review and control, in the present ignorant and 
degraded state of the negroes, would be disastrous to the 
progress of scriptural knowledge and piety among them, and 
productive of confusion and every evil work in the communities 
where they would be tolerated.37 

At the time of the writing of his book, Jones esti-
mated that half of the colored population was not provided 
places in the houses of worship.38 He estimated that there 
were 1,846,028 Black youth under the age of twenty. It is 
almost impossible to verify the accuracy of Jones’ figures 
since the General Assembly (PCUSA) Minutes do not begin 
to reflect its African American membership until 1848.39 
General Assembly records show some churches and/or 
Sunday schools in which “Colored” members outnumber 
Whites. A partial list includes: 

Pleasant Grove, S.S.; Riceboro, Ga. 
38 Blacks out of 41 (Minutes, PCUSA, 1848, p. 150)  

Cub Creek, S.S.; Charlotte C.H., Va. 
40 Blacks out of 54 (Minutes, PCUSA, 1850, p. 567) 
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Roanoke, P.E., Cub Creek, Va. 
86 Blacks out of 114 (Ibid.) 

Salem, Black River, P; Bradleyville, S.C. 
168 Blacks out of 224 (Ibid., p. 577) 

Indiantown, P; Parsonage, S.C. 
352 Blacks out of 504 (Ibid.) 

Williamsburg, P.; Kingstree, S.C. 
212 Blacks out of 346 (Ibid.) 

Bethel, P.; Walterboro, S.C. 
116 Blacks out of 144 (Ibid.) 

Centre Ridge, P.; Richmond, Ala. 
38 Blacks out of 65 (Ibid., p. 583) 

Bethel, V.; Sumterville, Ala. 
93 Blacks out of 153 (Ibid., p. 584) 

Lake Providence, S.S.; Lake Providence, La. 
72 Blacks of 97 (Ibid., p. 587) 

Carmel, P.; Natchez, Miss. 
54 Blacks out of 99 (Ibid.) 

Emmaus, P.; Bellemonte, Tenn. 
40 Blacks out of 73 (Ibid., p. 593) 

Whatever the congregational arrangements, a crucial 
factor in the religious nurture of enslaved Black people un-
der the tutelage and control of White congregations was 
preaching and instruction. Having successfully convinced 
themselves of the inferiority of the Black race in culture, 
intelligence, and morals, White Presbyterians, along with 
other Christians, offered Blacks a regular diet of preaching 
and instruction that was designed to make them better 
slaves. Those biblical passages (such as Eph. 6:5–8, Col. 
3:22–25, 1 Peter 2:18–25, 1 Cor. 7:20–24) that stressed ob-
edience, humility, honesty, and hard work became the 
standard fare of sermons and catechetical instruction.40 
Black Christians, bearing the yoke of slavery, were not un-
aware of their masters’ double standards. The Negro Spiri-
tuals supply an instructive comment on the teachings that 
they received. That the intelligence and perspicacity of 
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Black believers was not lacking is attested to by Charles C. 
Jones, who in his instructive suggestions to Whites who 
preached to Blacks had this to recommend: 

The matter of preaching should, of course be the pure word of 
God; thoroughly studied, clearly presented, forcibly illustrated, 
and practically applied. If a minister is of opinion that any kind 
of preaching will do for the negroes, let him try it, and he will 
presently be of another mind. They are good judges of a good 
sermon. They are human nature [sic], and like to be treated with 
some consideration, and are as fond of an able ministry as are 
any other people. He who preaches to negroes, should study just 
as profoundly, and as extensively, as he who preaches to the 
Whites.41 

This period of tutelage in White congregations came 
to an end for the most part with the American Civil War. 
The resulting split in the nation and the Presbyterian 
church had a momentous impact on African Americans, the 
majority of whom now entered a new life as free men and 
women. This new life included new structures—their own 
congregations and eventually their own presbyteries and 
synods.
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CHAPTER II 

The Nature and Character of Black 
Presbyterian Churches After Emancipation 

Presbyterians were severely divided as they ap-
proached the challenging task of evangelizing African Amer-
icans. Not only was the Presbyterian church divided into 
the Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A. (northern) and the 
Presbyterian Church in the U.S. (southern), the denomina-
tions were split by the American Civil War and the slavery 
conflict. They earlier had split into Old School and New 
School concerning theological and social issues (including 
slavery) and questions of polity. The Old School was the 
larger faction in the Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A. Led 
by Princeton Seminary theologians, the Old School feared 
splitting the church and denounced slavery only at the ele-
venth hour when the American Civil War was approaching 
an end. In 1864, they appointed two committees, one in 
Philadelphia and another in Indianapolis, to investigate the 
possibilities of evangelizing Black freedmen and freedwo-
men. It is to the credit of both the Old School and the New 
School that they recognized nothing less than a holistic 
ministry would be sufficient for addressing the needs of 
Black women and men who had suddenly been thrust into 
freedom but without any preparation for it. 

The 1848 and 1850 General Assembly (PCUSA) 
records, as evidenced by the listing above (p. 19), show 
substantial numbers of Blacks in relatively few churches. 
While it was the common pattern in the antebellum South 
for Blacks to worship in White churches, some separate 
Black Presbyterian congregations were organized, mainly in 
the northeast.42 But the great masses of newly emancipated 
women and men were unchurched and lacking in the whe-
rewithal to begin life in freedom. In a circular distributed by 
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the eastern (Philadelphia) committee, a graphic description 
is given of their plight: 

In the providence of God, a new and touching cause reaches 
our ears for Christian sympathy, effort and contribution. Without 
any agency of their own, colored people, lately in servitude, to 
the number it is believed, of nearly half a million, have been 
thrown within the national lines, in a condition, in most cases, of 
almost utter physical and moral destitution. Their sufferings in 
long weary journeys—often almost without clothing, often with-
out shelter in inclement weather, and long without bread, sink-
ing exhausted by the way, sickening and dying in large num-
bers—have been such as no tongue can tell. ... 

Beneficent associations have done much toward relieving 
their physical wants. But these people are more than mere ani-
mals; they have immortal souls. 

They need the ministration of the gospel, in health, in sick-
ness and in the hour of death. 

They need to be taught to read the word of God. Such as can 
read, need the ministrations of the colporteur, conveying to them 
the pages of religious truth. 

Masters now of their persons, time and families, they need 
instruction in the new duties that thus develop upon them. 

In a word, they need everything that the ignorant, destitute 
and perishing can need.43 

Through such appeals, the two committees raised 
funds and were instructed to work chiefly with military and 
contraband camps and hospitals. These facilities, captured 
from Confederate forces, were often given to house freed-
men’s schools and churches. 

The number of Black Presbyterians in the slave 
states prior to emancipation was estimated by southern 
church leaders to be fourteen thousand. The great majority 
of these were certainly members of White congregations, for 
there is only one verifiable Black Presbyterian church in the 
South prior to the American Civil War.44 This was founded 
by the Second Presbyterian Church in Charleston, South 
Carolina, and became known as Zion Church. With the end 
of the conflict and emancipation, a change took place. The 
southern attitude toward African Americans remained es-
sentially as it was during the slave period. Southerners ex-
pected Blacks to return to their former relationship and be 
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prepared to submit to a status of inferiority in order to wor-
ship with their former masters. 

Leon Robert Anderson refers to the views of Walter L. 
Lingle, certainly one of the more progressive southern Pres-
byterians on the matter of race: 

... during American slavery there was little need for special 
evangelistic work among Negroes apart from the normal duties of 
the average pastor. The slaves were members of the white 
churches and received the same message at the same time as the 
other members of the church, and the pastoral oversight from 
the session as other members received.45 

How the same message and oversight could apply to 
slave and masters whose situations were totally different, if 
not inimical, is hard to understand. It was such a lack of 
sensitivity that led Southerners to expect Blacks to submit 
to their former status of inferiority in order to continue to 
worship with their former masters. 

Black ministers, understandably, demanded equality 
and were, therefore, disposed to leave the southern church 
and affiliate with the northern church, which was establish-
ing separate Black congregations. The northern church de-
clared the South to be missionary territory and sent large 
numbers of teachers, evangelists, and missionaries to work 
among the freedmen, especially in Virginia, North Carolina, 
South Carolina, and Georgia, and to a lesser extent in Ala-
bama, Mississippi, Florida, and Tennessee. 

The bitterness caused by this action can be sensed 
in the correspondence between Leighton Wilson, secretary 
of the southern church’s Sustentation Fund and S. C. Lo-
gan, secretary of the northern assembly’s Committee on 
Freedmen. Wilson wrote to the effect that the southern 
church had pioneered in this work and continued “up to 
that period when the Southern county was deluged with 
Northern agents of every hue and stripe, the great mass of 
whom seemed to regard themselves as heaven-
commissioned to fill the minds of the negroes with hatred 
and animosity toward their former owners.”46 He suggested 
that it would be better for the northern church to subsidize 
the work of the southern church which understood Blacks 
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better. It was clear, however, that Blacks would be expected 
to submit to certain “prudential regulations” in order to 
worship with their former masters. 

The northern church rejected this idea and some 
White southern ministers crossed over to the northern 
church in order to participate in the ministry to Blacks 
who were in desperate need of help.47 The crossover of 
southern clergymen to accept work supported by the 
northern church was notable in North Carolina in the area 
that became Catawba Presbytery. The establishment of the 
Charlotte Church, Colored was a strategically important 
event both in the founding of higher education and theo-
logical education in the South and the development of 
Black governing structures. 

In regard to matters of church governance, it seems 
certain that Blacks who retained membership in White 
congregations of the southern church had no voice in the 
governance of the church at any level. They did not serve 
on the session, nor did they serve in any of the ordained 
offices of the church. They were certainly not sent as com-
missioners to the presbytery, the synod, or the General As-
sembly. In some instances where Blacks worshiped sepa-
rately, their leaders were designated as “watchmen.” This 
was probably an accurate description of their function. In 
the one recorded instance in which a White southern pres-
bytery ordained Blacks to the ministry (in the period im-
mediately following emancipation), their service was specif-
ically restricted to serving Blacks. They were not accorded 
equity of status with White clergy.48 Even in those in-
stances in which separate congregations were established, 
they were under the control of White congregations from 
which they had emerged. 

Some Representative Beginnings 

The metamorphosis of these groups of Black Presby-
terians from voiceless and largely powerless enclaves with-
in White congregations is an important aspect of the devel-
opment of self-governing bodies (presbyteries and synods) 
in the South. The nature and circumstance of their genesis 
and development as fully Presbyterian judicatories ac-
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counts to a significant extent for the relative weakness of 
the middle judicatories in which these churches held 
membership. 

Under the almost complete control of the Board for 
Freedmen that was established in 1864, the work among 
freedwomen and freedmen developed for some time. This 
entity provided the teachers, missionaries, and evangelists 
who did the foundational educational work and organized 
most of the first independent Black congregations. 
Through the Board of Freedmen, the General Assembly 
was kept informed of the growth and progress of the work 
among African Americans. 

The story of the founding of the all-Black presbyte-
ries and synods begins with the establishment of separate 
self-governing congregations. While this account does not 
deal with the historical record of sessions, a brief review of 
the emergence of a few selected congregations will shed 
light on the process of development of middle-level govern-
ing bodies, which is our primary concern. What follows are 
brief histories of representative congregations of the Atlan-
tic Synod and the Catawba Synod—the earliest and strong-
est of the Black synods. 

First United Presbyterian Church 
Charlotte, North Carolina 

In Charlotte, as elsewhere, prior to emancipation 
Black slaves worshiped in the churches of their White mas-
ters. The First Presbyterian Church of Charlotte (White), 
organized in 1832, apparently had some Black members 
early in its history. They were seated in a section specially 
reserved for them. Eventually that part of the sanctuary set 
aside for Black worshipers was needed for other things—
perhaps to accommodate a growing White membership. The 
Blacks withdrew for a time, attending “brush arbor” 
churches and listening to the open air preachers of the 
African Methodist Episcopal and Baptist persuasions. Being 
thoroughly steeped in Presbyterianism, however, they were 
not inclined to join another denomination. At the request of 
the Blacks, the pastor and session of the First Presbyterian 
Church arranged for a special service on Monday nights 
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that was held in the basement of the church. This ar-
rangement continued for six months, after which the con-
gregation moved into a building of its own.49 For reasons 
beyond its own historical importance, this church became a 
major focal point for Black Presbyterianism in the south-
east. It was the womb from which emerged the largest and 
best known of the Presbyterian educational institutions in 
the region, Biddle Institute (now Johnson C. Smith Univer-
sity). First Presbyterian Church also was at the core of the 
oldest and most populous Black presbytery, Catawba. 

The key actor in the founding of the Charlotte church 
was one of the three ministers who was instrumental in the 
founding of Biddle Institute and Catawba Presbytery. Sa-
muel C. Alexander, pastor of the Steele Creek and Pleasant 
Hill Presbyterian churches and member of the Concord 
Presbytery of the southern church, was a graduate of Co-
lumbia Seminary. Alexander received his ordination in 
1861. 

Alexander was not a stranger to working with Blacks. 
The Steele Creek Church had a Black membership that in 
1860 numbered 110. Alexander, then, continued under new 
circumstances a service already established. His wife, Nan-
nie R. Alexander, writing many years later recalls: 

Steele Creek had two church buildings, known as the “Old” 
and the “New” Churches. The new one was occupied for services 
during the mild weather, the old, in the winter. He held meetings 
in the old building for the colored people while the Sabbath 
School was in session in the new, on Sabbath mornings. Thus he 
gained the confidence and affection of them all in these sections 
of the country.50 

The personal motivations of Alexander and others 
who defected from the southern church appear to have 
been primarily a sincere desire to advance the cause of the 
newly emancipated African Americans. However, Alexan-
der’s decision may also have been prompted in part by oth-
er factors. By 1865, things were not going smoothly for him 
at Steele Creek—the church was behind in the payment of 
his salary, and there was some dissension between pastor 
and congregation. After both parties petitioned Concord 
Presbytery, a judicial committee recommended the dissolu-
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tion of the pastoral relationship. The next year Alexander 
sought and received a commission as a missionary of the 
northern church. 

It seems possible that the strained financial circums-
tances of the southern church and/or the better resources 
of the northern church encouraged some southern minis-
ters to defect and receive commissions from the northern 
church. Several members of Concord Presbytery were sus-
pended by that presbytery, and these men later joined the 
northern church. 

The widow of Alexander, writing years later, de-
scribes the unfriendly climate in which he had to work. 

Just how soon in that year [1866] the church in Charlotte 
was organized by my husband I do not remember, but no place 
to locate either church or school building, could be secured then, 
such was the opposition of the white people to the work.51 

When the Blacks of Charlotte learned that Alexander 
would be available to hold services for them on a regular 
basis, they were elated. Catherine Hayes, a member of the 
Steele Creek congregation, called on Alexander to discuss 
the matter of forming a Black Presbyterian church. Having 
gained his assent, she sent this terse message to Mrs. 
Frank Byers: “Come down out of the gallery to the ground 
floor in your own church.”52 These two women, with Adaline 
Johnson, Charlotte Alexander, Alex Alexander, and Frank 
Byers, were the charter members of the new Charlotte 
Church, Colored. 

Although, as indicated above, southern Whites were 
generally uncooperative concerning northern missionary 
endeavors among Black people, Alexander was able to se-
cure a parcel of land on C Street (now Caldwell Street) from 
a businessman who was in financial straits. For the first six 
months of its life, the infant Presbyterian congregation met 
in a small room rented from the First Baptist Church 
(Black). So successful were their efforts that at the end of a 
six-month period the congregation was able to purchase a 
lot at the corner of Third Street and Davidson Street. An old 
military barracks building, given by the Freedmen’s Bu-
reau, was transported from the fairgrounds and erected on 
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one of the corner lots. It served as both church sanctuary 
and school. The school would later develop into Biddle In-
stitute.53 

The church formally organized in 1866 and was 
named the Charlotte Church, Colored in 1867. In that year, 
it had a communicant membership of 54 and a Sunday 
School enrollment of 120. By 1869, the communicant 
membership had increased to 83. During 1869, the church 
purchased the property of a Lutheran congregation located 
at College Street and Seventh Street, which is its present 
location. By the time the relocation took place, the mem-
bership totaled 125. 

Since its founding, the church has undergone several 
name changes. In 1895, with the approval of Catawba 
Presbytery, it adopted the name Seventh Street Presbyte-
rian Church of Charlotte, North Carolina. It kept this name 
until 1967, when the Brooklyn Presbyterian Church, repu-
tedly begun by the Seventh Street Church as a mission, 
merged with it. It then became the First United Presbyte-
rian Church, which is its present name. 

The significance of the First United Presbyterian 
Church to this study is its centrality in the establishment of 
Catawba Presbytery and the founding of Biddle Institute. 

Cotton Memorial Presbyterian Church 
Henderson, North Carolina 

Further to the northeast, the United Presbyterian 
Church of North America (UPCNA) developed work in Hen-
derson, North Carolina. Nowhere is the integral relationship 
of church and educational work better illustrated than in 
the work at Henderson. The UPCNA established twenty-six 
mission centers in Tennessee, Alabama, North Carolina, 
and Virginia, beginning as early as 1865. Fifteen of these 
centers were discontinued or transferred to other denomi-
nations by 1914. The work of the mission in Henderson, 
North Carolina, continues today. 

Records show that a Presbyterian church was orga-
nized in Henderson in 1888, by S. S. Sevier with six charter 
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members. It was originally called Simpson Chapel and was 
affiliated with Cape Fear Presbytery, Synod of Catawba of 
the Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A. 

The UPCNA General Assembly voted to establish a 
mission in Henderson in 1889, and in 1890 the center 
opened under the supervision of John D. Irons, D.D., who 
was staying in Henderson for health reasons. The Board of 
Freedmen’s Missions of the United Presbyterian Church of 
North America purchased, for $1,700.00, a thirteen-acre 
parcel of land just beyond the city limits. A school building 
and teacher’s cottage at the church’s Bluestone Mission in 
Virginia were razed and reconstructed on the Henderson 
Institute site in 1890. The formal opening of Henderson In-
stitute was observed on September 1, 1891, under the lea-
dership of J. M. Fulton who, for health reasons, had left his 
work as pastor of Fourth Church, Allegheny, Pennsylvania, 
to relocate to a milder climate. The work met with almost 
instantaneous success. The first year’s enrollment was 556 
and the principal was led to request additional teachers and 
buildings. During his two-year tenure, Fulton saw more 
than seven hundred students enrolled in the day school 
and an additional two hundred students enrolled in the 
night school. 

Fulton experienced what other White missionaries in 
other places had also experienced: a southern White atti-
tude that refused to acknowledge the Black man’s common 
humanity. In 1893, he wrote: 

The whole race is fenced in by the deep conviction of the 
whites, that the Negro was appointed by the Lord to do only 
menial [labor], and beyond that he cannot go. This is not preju-
dice on the part of the white people, but it is a religious convic-
tion. The southern people will never do anything to change this 
condition. When we attempt to help the colored man we are told 
it is no use. ... The only hope for the colored race is in the 
church—the benevolent people. The nation helped to crush the 
colored man and the Indian. The one she forsakes, the other she 
helps. Why this difference? Since God has put this work upon 
the Church let us arise to a realization of the needs of the people 
and strive to fit them for citizens of earth and heaven.54 

Under C. L. McCracken, Fulton’s successor, the mis-
sion became more church-oriented. McCracken worked for 
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good relations between the institute and the mission oper-
ated by the Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A. A cordial, co-
operative relationship between the two was established and 
maintained. In 1898, the Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A. 
turned over its entire work in Henderson to the UPCNA 
board. As a result, the religious work was greatly streng-
thened. 

In 1900, the first Black chief administrator, J. L. 
Cook, was appointed to the principalship. After a very suc-
cessful three-year tenure, terminated by Cook’s death, John 
Cotton assumed the leadership and continued it for thirty-
one years. 

In 1911, Jubilee Hospital was established and con-
tinued to operate until 1929. It was among the small num-
ber of hospitals founded and operated by Presbyterian de-
nominations in service to the newly freed men and women. 

The congregation at Henderson continues today as 
one of the strongest of the former UPCNA churches.55 Until 
the merger of the UPCNA and the Presbyterian Church in 
the U.S.A., this congregation was a part of the Tennessee 
Presbytery. At the time of the merger in 1958, it became a 
part of Cape Fear Presbytery. 

Zion-Olivet Presbyterian Church 
Charleston, South Carolina 

Presbyterian seeds fell on fertile grounds among 
Blacks in South Carolina. This state had a higher number 
of large plantations than North Carolina so the Black popu-
lation was proportionately greater than that found in North 
Carolina. The congregation that became Zion Church had 
its beginnings with the Black slaves who attended the 
Second Presbyterian Church, a White congregation. While 
most Blacks continued to worship in the balconies of White 
churches, here and there separate Black churches were 
formed. In Charleston, South Carolina, in 1847, John B. 
Adger, a White minister, won the consent of the citizens of 
Charleston, the members of the Second Presbyterian 
Church, and his presbytery to organize a separate African 
American congregation. The White people of Charleston 
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contributed $7,700, an amount sufficient to construct a 
large building. Under the leadership of Adger’s successor, 
John L. Girardeau, “the congregation grew until Zion 
Church, the largest in the city, was erected. It seated one 
thousand Negroes on the main floor, and two hundred and 
fifty whites frequently crowded into the balcony. ...”56 

This reversal of the usual seating pattern was evi-
dently due to the eloquence and power of Girardeau’s 
preaching. Starting with thirty-six members in 1847, the 
membership grew to six hundred by 1854. 

This arrangement (Whites joining a Black congrega-
tion) was considered so unusual that permission was 
granted by Charleston Presbytery, under a special covenant 
signed by thirty-two of the sixty-four members, which de-
clared in part: 

That we enter this church as white members of the same, 
with the fullest understanding that its primary design and chief 
purpose is to benefit the colored and especially the slave popula-
tion of this city, and the white membership is a feature added to 
the original organization for the purpose of better securing the 
ends of that organization. We declare, further, that we have cho-
sen to attach ourselves to this church, not only for the benefit of 
ourselves and our families, which we believe will be secured by 
such a connection, but also that we may assist by our means 
and our personal efforts in the support and procreation of this 
missionary work.57 

John B. Adger had been a missionary to Turkey, 
which may account in part for his sensitivity to the inade-
quate provision of the physical accommodations for Blacks 
in the gallery and the need for preaching more attuned to 
their situation. At any rate, it was Adger who put forth the 
proposal to establish a separate Black congregation, an ar-
rangement generally frowned upon by most southern 
Whites. Charles Colcock Jones specifically advised against 
separating Blacks into independent congregations. Many 
White people feared that the separation of Blacks into con-
gregations of their own would provide them the opportunity 
to hatch insurrection plots. 

Adger, however, persisted and was able to convince 
the citizens of Charleston to grant permission for a separate 
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Black church. The sermon, which he preached and which 
led to the approval of his project by the Second Presbyte-
rian Church and by Charleston Presbytery, was from the 
text regarding the poor having the gospel preached to them. 
He said in part: 

The poor of this city are easily distinguishable. Nowhere are 
the poor more distinctly marked out than our poor, and yet 
strange to say, nowhere are the poor so closely and intimately 
connected with the higher classes as are our poor with us. They 
belong to us. We also belong to them. They live with us, eating 
from the same storehouses, drinking from the same fountains, 
dwelling in the same enclosures, forming parts of the same fami-
lies. Our mothers confide us, when infants, to their arms and 
sometimes to the very milk of their breasts. Their children are, to 
some extent unavoidably the playmates of our childhood ... and 
then, either they stand weeping by our bedside or else we drop a 
tributary tear by theirs, when death comes to close the long con-
nection and to separate the good master and his good servant. 

Such, my friends, are those whom we consider the poor of 
this city. See them all around you, in these streets, in all these 
dwellings; a race distinct from us, yet closely united to us; 
brought in God’s mysterious providence from a foreign land, and 
placed under our care, and made members of our households. 
They fill the humblest places of our state of society; they serve 
us; they give us their strength; yet they are not more truly ours 
than we are truly theirs. They are our poor—our poor brethren; 
children of our God and Father; dear to our Saviour; to the like 
of whom He preached; for the like of whom He died; and to the 
least of whom every act of Christian compassion and kindness 
which we show, He will consider as shown also to Himself.58 

During the American Civil War, Girardeau left his 
congregation to serve as chaplain to the Twenty-third Regi-
ment of the South Carolina Volunteers. He fell a prisoner to 
the Federal forces. According to southern church sources, 
following the war, some 116 Blacks petitioned for Girar-
deau’s return to his pastorate. He did, and subsequently, 
he enrolled more than 450 persons. The following year most 
of the Black membership joined the northern church.59 
Northern church accounts say that during Girardeau’s ab-
sence, the church property was used by Jonathan Gibbs, a 
Black missionary sent by the northern church. According to 
this account, Gibbs withdrew when Girardeau returned. 
The congregation, however, demanded that Girardeau ac-
cept the deliverances of the Old School Assembly, including 
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a pledge of loyalty to the Union. This Girardeau refused to 
do, and the congregation recalled Gibbs to the pastorate. So 
began Zion Presbyterian Church (later merged with Olivet 
church to become Zion-Olivet Presbyterian Church as it is 
known today).60 This church became a part of Atlantic 
Presbytery. 

St. James United Presbyterian Church 
James Island, Charleston, South Carolina 

Coastal South Carolina proved fertile ground for 
Black Presbyterians. The area around Charleston, including 
the sea islands, was heavily populated by African Ameri-
cans in the days before developers discovered the attrac-
tiveness of these islands as recreational resorts for the af-
fluent. The growth of Presbyterian congregations can be 
partially attributed to the Presbyterian emphasis on educa-
tion and the church-school tandem pattern that was com-
mon all over the South. Another early church in the Char-
leston area was organized on James Island, off the South 
Carolina coast. James Island, which is fourteen miles long 
and five miles wide at its broadest point, lies two miles off 
Charleston and is bounded by the Ashley, Cooper, and 
Stone Rivers and the Atlantic Ocean. 

Following the pattern already described, this church 
had its origins in the James Island Presbyterian Church. 
Though controlled by Whites, it had, in the years preceding 
the outbreak of the American Civil War, 234 slave members 
and only 35 Whites. The Black slaves were enrolled under 
their baptismal names and under the names of their own-
ers. 

The Saint James congregation was organized some 
time in 1866 or 1867 as a part of Atlantic Presbytery. Al-
though the church’s own written accounts do not agree on 
the year, it is clear that Black people were motivated by 
their emancipation to come out of the White James Island 
Presbyterian Church and organize themselves into a new 
congregation. This new congregation was led by Richard 
Backman, Troutman Cromwell, Lazarus Fludd, Billie 
McDowell, and Samuel Washington. 
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According to one account, Paul Campbell, an ex-
slave who had been licensed to preach at the first session of 
Atlantic Presbytery in Charleston, began to preach and 
teach soon after the war. The first worship settings were 
brush arbors, and there Campbell conducted prayer meet-
ings and other services. Later, local sympathetic Whites 
helped to organize a church and construct a building. How-
ever, the church the Whites helped organize was affiliated 
with the northern church.61 

Another version of the Saint James story has the 
founders mentioned above (Backman, Cromwell, Fludd, 
McDowell, and Washington) organizing the first meeting of 
the congregation on a spot that is the site of the present 
church. Building materials were brought by hand and by 
teams to construct the first building. The building was de-
scribed as a very large rectangular frame building with a 
porch across the front, three front doors, a bell tower, and a 
gallery. 

The Committee for the Education of Freedmen re-
ported to the General Assembly in May 1868 that the Co-
lored Presbyterian Church on James Island was completed 
in 1868 at a cost of $800.00, had a membership of 400 
communicants, 80 Sunday school students, and 89 pupils 
in the day school (Minutes, PCUSA, 1868, Annual Report of 
Committee on Freedmen, p. 34). 

About that time, a White minister, Hampleton H. 
Hunter, came from the North to work among Black people 
on James Island. He served with distinction until 1893. In 
subsequent years, the church was led by several ministers 
who served as moderators of the session or as stated 
supply.62 

In 1921, a Biddle graduate, Marion A. Sanders, and 
his wife Ona Belle, came to assume leadership. They served 
for forty-one years. Under their leadership, the congregation 
grew to nine hundred and the Saint James Parochial 
School, eventually offering classes from kindergarten 
through high school, became a vital community institution. 
The school received Board of National Mission support from 
1926 to 1958 when it closed. During its period of operation, 
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the school was recognized as the premier institution for 
African American children on James Island. 

Since its organization in the 1860s, this congregation 
has operated in four church structures. The latest structure 
was built near the site of the original building and was ded-
icated on June 19, 1977, under the leadership of C. L. 
Campbell Jr. 

Saint James Presbyterian Church was one of the ear-
ly churches in the Atlantic Presbytery. Today it is the larg-
est Black congregation in the area that formed the Atlantic 
Synod. 

Ladson Presbyterian Church 
Columbia, South Carolina 

The Ladson Presbyterian Church of Columbia, South 
Carolina, is still another chapter in the story of the found-
ing of the all-Black presbyteries and synods. It grew out of 
the White Presbyterian church whose Black members were 
under the discipline of the session but could not hold 
church office. 

According to the records of the First Presbyterian 
Church (White) of that city, Blacks were members of that 
church even prior to 1838. In that year, at the initiative of 
the Blacks, a separate chapel was built for them in the 
1700 block of Sumter Street. They held worship services at 
this location from 1838 to 1876. In 1866, under the super-
vision of G. W. Ladson (a White minister who was paid by 
the White congregation to preach to the Blacks), the Black 
church was organized with session, deacon board, and 
trustee board. In the early years of this congregation, its 
Sunday school attracted both Whites and Blacks. In 1869, 
its enrollment showed 101 Whites and 325 Blacks. As in 
most of the early Black Presbyterian congregations, the 
Sunday school played a vital role. A thirst for knowledge, as 
well as spiritual hunger, attracted men and women to Sun-
day schools. These schools presented opportunities for 
learning reading and writing skills, as well as Scripture. 
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Although the Ladson Church was organized in 1866, 
the property was not transferred to it until 1895. Eventual-
ly, Ladson Presbyterian Church broke its ties with First 
Presbyterian Church (White), which belonged to the Hope-
well Presbytery (PCUS). It then became a part of the new 
Knox Presbytery, which was affiliated with the northern 
church (Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A.). The reason for 
the rupture was the refusal of Hopewell Presbytery to ac-
cord equality of status in ministry to its Black clergy. 

Zion Hill Presbyterian Church 
Amelia, Virginia 

One of the earliest efforts (though not resulting in the 
earliest presbytery) was work begun by northern Presbyte-
rians in Amelia, Virginia. In the case of Russell Grove 
Church (now Zion Hill Presbyterian Church), we are fortu-
nate to have a complete history of the early developments, 
written a little more than a decade after work began. The 
writer was Thomas C. Murphy, who was sent by the Presby-
terian Committee of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, as a missio-
nary to the freedmen and freedwomen of Virginia. This was 
in response to the recommendation of the General Assem-
bly that each pastor write a history of his church and depo-
sit it with the Presbyterian Historical Society. Murphy com-
piled a history of the church in 1876. The details of this ac-
count draw heavily upon Murphy’s work and oral tradition 
(see Appendix II). 

The war had been over about ten months when Mur-
phy arrived in Amelia. He was detailed to preach, to organ-
ize, and to superintend schools for the freed men and wom-
en. He was promised two lady teachers as soon as a suita-
ble location and building were found. 

The development of the schools somewhat oversha-
dowed the work of developing churches in this rural agri-
cultural area, but the cluster of Presbyterian churches that 
were planted and grew in Amelia and Nottaway counties at-
test to the work done in this regard. In March 1866, the two 
lady teachers arrived. They were N. C. Russell (in whose 
honor Russell Grove Church and Russell Grove School were 
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named) and Samantha J. Neil, a young widow from Limes-
tone, Clarion County, Pennsylvania, an almost legendary 
figure whose memory has been kept alive in Amelia and 
Nottaway counties. Murphy dates Neil’s work from 1866, 
but local oral accounts date it from 1864. The discrepancy 
may be due to the likelihood that Neil made an earlier trip 
to Amelia. The story is that she initially came to Virginia 
searching for the remains of her husband and his three 
brothers who had perished in the Battle of Chancellorsville, 
May 3, 1863. (Mrs. Neil had been married only five months.) 
The late Margaret A. Richardson, who had been her stu-
dent, relates the story that has often been told of Saman-
tha’s arrival at Amelia Courthouse in Virginia: 

She came down, riding in a covered wagon, but not being 
able to find any trace of her husband and his three brothers; she 
returned home and sold her house and turned everything into 
cash and came back to Amelia County to be as near as she could 
to where it was reported her loved ones were killed. She said, 
and I quote her words as she spoke them many times, “They 
have died trying to help the colored people, so now I intend to try 
living to help the colored people.”63 

Despite the discrepancy in dates, all accounts agree 
on the essential facts. While Russell conducted her school 
near the Amelia Courthouse, Neil ran her school in an old 
wheelwright shop under a big oak tree six miles from the 
courthouse. Here, the Big Oak Presbyterian Church was 
organized on August 26, 1866. After Russell returned to 
Pennsylvania, Neil was transferred to Russell Grove. The 
school she developed became Ingleside Seminary, a presti-
gious academy for girls. It eventually moved from Amelia to 
Burkeville in Nottaway County, but the parochial elementa-
ry school continued at Russell Grove until 1931. 

Although the newly emancipated Black men and 
women were in the worst of economic circumstances, they 
contributed in concrete ways to their own education and 
advancement. The first land for the Freedman’s Chapel was 
deeded by a free Black man, Walter Jackson, and his wife 
who had come into possession of a thousand acres that had 
belonged to Nathaniel Harrison, a White man. Harrison had 
married a Black woman slave and at his death the land had 
come into the possession of his wife and children. An acre 
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of land was deeded to W. F. White and J. S. Murphy, in 
trust, to be used exclusively for school and church purpos-
es on behalf of the freedmen. 

The lumber for the building was cut and hewn by the 
freedmen themselves. Further, though seldom noted, some 
of the teachers were Black men. The chapel and school 
were opened in the summer of 1866 under the charge of 
two African American students from Lincoln University, 
then Ashmun Institute. Again in the summer of 1867, J. M. 
Davis (a Black man from Philadelphia) taught for about two 
months and was partly supported by Blacks. 

The church at the Freedmen’s Chapel was organized 
September 16, 1866. Ruling elders elected, and installed, 
were Randall Booker, John Lawson, Peter Gray, Berg 
Reaves, and Magee. The Russell Grove Church was orga-
nized March 15, 1868. Some of the elders were transferred 
from the chapel and installed at Russell Grove. 

The work at Amelia grew and prospered in spite of 
the bitter opposition of some of the local Whites. Both Neil 
and Murphy experienced this personally. 

The churches that resulted from their work became a 
part of the Presbytery of Southern Virginia, which was or-
ganized in 1887. 

Conclusions 

As these selected accounts show, a number of early 
Black congregations of the Presbyterian Church in the 
U.S.A. had roots in White congregations. While some White 
southern Presbyterians professed their interest in evangeliz-
ing Blacks who had been slaves, their unwillingness or ina-
bility to adjust to the changed relationship between the two 
races doomed the southern church to witness a wholesale 
exodus of freed men and women. This resulted in the estab-
lishment of new congregations under new governing bodies 
allied to the northern church. 

Moreover, the northern missionaries recognized the 
tremendous hunger for education among the freed men and 
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women and quickly established a pattern of church and 
school yoked in one mission thrust. The pastors of newly 
formed congregations partially supported themselves by 
teaching. Among all the denominations, the Presbyterian 
churches (Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A. and United 
Presbyterian Church of North America) were in the forefront 
in establishing schools, institutes, and seminaries to pre-
pare newly freed persons for church membership and citi-
zenship in the community. 

Given the peculiar situation existing in the South fol-
lowing the war and the unreformed attitudes of White Sou-
therners toward Blacks, a system of ecclesiastical governing 
bodies to shepherd this new constituency had to be ex-
pected. It is to this development that we now turn.
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CHAPTER III 

Race and the Determination of  
Presbyterian Church Structures 

The story of the birth and development of the African 
American governing bodies (presbyteries and synods) in the 
South has neither been fully told nor appreciated. It is 
highly improbable that the interplay between racial segrega-
tion and geographical accident can ever be completely dis-
entangled. This accounts for some of the ambiguity with 
which the Presbyterian church has dealt with its Black 
constituents. When one considers the differences of outlook 
and situation with which each of the four components of 
the present Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.)—Presbyterian 
Church in the U.S.A., Presbyterian Church in the U.S., 
United Presbyterian Church of North America, and Cum-
berland Presbyterian Church—displayed prior to the several 
mergers, the reasons for the church’s ambiguous stances 
become apparent. 

All things considered, by the end of the Reconstruc-
tion period in 1877, the Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A. 
(northern) had generally accepted the prevailing southern 
views on race. This view was taken in spite of the antebel-
lum abolitionist agitation of some people. In the Compro-
mise of 1877, northern politicians agreed to let the South 
deal with the “Negro problem” in its own way in return for 
the South’s acquiescence in northern domination of the 
federal government.64 

The Presbyterian Church in the United States 
(southern) continued to oppose granting African Americans 
the right to establish separate, self-governing congregations 
since that would have sacrificed White people’s control over 
them. At the same time, they were not prepared to treat 
their Black brothers and sisters as equals. 
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The United Presbyterian Church of North America 
(UPCNA), which had taken a forthright stand against sla-
very in the antebellum period, had few White congregations 
in the South. Most UPCNA congregations found the area 
inhospitable to those of strong antislavery sentiments, so 
they moved out of the South. The few congregations that 
remained were made up primarily of African Americans, 
and when their single southern judicatory (Presbytery of 
Tennessee) was established, it was on a geographical rather 
than a racial basis. The effect, however, was much the 
same—an all-Black body. 

The Cumberland Presbyterian Church, which united 
with the Presbyterian Church in the United States of Amer-
ica in 1906, insisted upon and got territorial boundaries of 
presbyteries and synods redrawn to ensure racial segrega-
tion. The Synods of East Tennessee (later Synod of the Blue 
Ridge) and Canadian were formed as a result of this insis-
tence. They covered areas (Alabama, Mississippi, Tennes-
see, Arkansas, Kentucky, and parts of Texas and Oklaho-
ma) in which the northern church’s missionary effort was 
not as strong as in Virginia, the Carolinas, and Georgia. 

Taken together, the policies and attitudes of these 
constituent denominations assured that African Americans 
in the South would be set apart in judicatory structures 
that separated them from their White brothers and sisters. 
Although in recent times, prior to the 1983 reunion, many 
White northern Presbyterians immigrated to the South, few, 
if any, found their way into the congregations of their own 
denomination in the South, which were mostly African 
American. (Some presbyteries in Georgia and Alabama had 
a few White congregations.) 

In view of their de facto segregated situation, the 
question of why African American Presbyterians should 
continue in a “White church” periodically raised its head. 
Some outside the denomination have suggested that 
Blacks and Presbyterianism were ill suited for each other. 
It certainly cannot be denied that a much larger percen-
tage of African Americans found their spiritual home in 
Baptist and Methodist churches rather than in Presbyte-
rian congregations. 
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It has commonly been supposed that the reason for 
the failure of the Presbyterian church to attract Blacks in 
the South in large numbers was its cold, aristocratic, and 
unexpressive style of worship. The conventional wisdom 
has been that Blacks valued emotion over reason.65 This 
conviction is expressed or implied again and again in 
statements of White contemporaries. Such an explanation, 
however, is too easy a solution to a complex question. In 
the early years of freedom, a number of factors influenced 
Blacks to prefer Baptist and Methodist congregations over 
Presbyterian ones. 

• As compared to the Presbyterian system of gov-
ernment, the freedom and independence allowed by the 
Baptists’ congregational polity must have been attractive. 
Prior to the establishment of Black presbyteries and syn-
ods, the Presbyterian practice of governance allowed White 
domination or control even where separate Black congrega-
tions existed. 

• Due to the social restrictions that racism forced 
upon them, African Americans have found in their 
churches the primary means of social development and the 
bridge between religious and secular life. In its 1918 report 
on colored evangelization, the Presbyterian Church in the 
United States observed: “The chief thing about the Negro is 
his religion. It not only ministers to his spiritual nature but 
it furnishes almost the sole means of cultivating his social 
instincts.”66 Contrast this with White churches in the 
South, which during the period of slavery and after delibe-
rately fostered the notion that religious and civil relations 
were distinctly separate. Such a notion was intended to fo-
restall any assumption by African Americans that brother-
hood in Christ extended also to civil society. In racially di-
verse denominations, like the Presbyterians, the social de-
velopment that free congregational life nurtured tended to 
be inhibited. 

Nevertheless, the United Presbyterian Church of 
North America and the Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A. 
had some positive aspects that attracted substantial num-
bers of Blacks into their membership. 
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• The United Presbyterian Church of North Ameri-
ca, of course, took a courageous and forthright stand on 
slavery, though most of its constituency was outside the 
South. (When the Associate Synod of North America, one of 
the two constituent groups forming the UPCNA in 1858, 
sent its moderator to South Carolina in 1849 to read the 
synod’s action in regard to slavery, the Presbytery of the 
Carolinas revolted and declared its independence of the As-
sociate Synod.)67 

• Perhaps the most attractive thing the northern 
churches had to offer African Americans was a large com-
mitment to the education of the freed men and women. 

The General Assembly Committee on the Religious 
Instruction of the Freedmen (Presbyterian Church in the 
U.S.A.) in its 1864 report expressed considerable misgivings 
about the education or religious instruction of the freedmen 
in the light of “their unsettled posture” (Minutes, PCUSA, 
1864, p. 322). The General Assembly, nevertheless, adopted 
an action to establish two committees for the education of 
freedmen—one headquartered in Philadelphia and the other 
in Indianapolis.68 In 1865, the two committees merged into 
an eighteen-member committee (nine ministers and nine 
elders), empowered to employ missionaries and teachers, 
secure necessary facilities, and provide general supervision 
of the whole southern field.69 

The reunion of the Old School and the New School in 
1870 brought further reorganization to the committee. The 
General Assembly took two important actions: (1) the estab-
lishment of a separate agency and board for the vigorous 
prosecution of the work among the freed men and women; 
and (2) the combining into one agency the work of the 
Freedmen’s Department of the Presbyterian Committee of 
Home Missions and that of the Committee on Freedmen. 
Over the years, some in the church continued to urge that 
the work be brought under the Board of Domestic Missions 
(or National Missions), but this did not occur until 1923. 

Through their freedmen’s committees, the Presbyte-
rian Church in the U.S.A. and the United Presbyterian 
Church of North America supported an impressive network 
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of educational institutions of varying levels across the 
southeast. These were clearly seen as an integral part of the 
evangelization effort of the church. By 1870, a scant five 
years after the commencement of its work, the Presbyterian 
Church in the U.S.A. Freedmen’s Committee reported 69 
churches, 29 ministers, 27 catechists, and 101 day-school 
teachers.70 Three years later the numbers had increased to 
103 churches, 38 ordained ministers and licentiates, and 
71 teachers. (This figure of 71 teachers appears not to in-
clude ministers, licentiates, and catechists, totaling 63, who 
doubled as teachers.) By 1889, churches numbered 237, 
ordained ministers and licentiates 116, and teachers 165. 

These figures give some indication of the large com-
mitment of the Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A. to the 
education of the freed men and women. Other records 
substantiate its support of a network of educational institu-
tions ranging from parochial elementary schools to colleges 
and seminaries. The United Presbyterian Church of North 
America (UPCNA) also supported a substantial number of 
schools in the areas where the denomination had work. 
This included primary- and secondary-level schools in Vir-
ginia, a high school and hospital in North Carolina, and six 
primary- and secondary-level schools in Wilcox County, Al-
abama. Knoxville College in Tennessee (with a college, med-
ical school, seminary, and agricultural college) was the cap-
stone of the UPCNA educational effort on behalf of African 
Americans. 

In almost every instance, the educational institution 
was paired with a church. The schools, in addition to offer-
ing a sound education, became major tools of evangelism, 
bringing members into the Presbyterian denominations and 
feeding students into theological seminaries. 

The 1866 assembly of the Presbyterian Church in the 
U.S.A. noted that Ashmun Institute was founded in 1854 in 
Pennsylvania with the stated aim of preparing Blacks as 
missionaries to Africa. After the American Civil War, its 
name was changed to Lincoln University to honor the fallen 
president and its program broadened to prepare men to 
meet the needs of southern freed men and women. The 
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1866 assembly of the Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A. al-
so noted the establishment of the Freedmen’s College of 
North Carolina (later Biddle Institute and still later Johnson 
C. Smith University). The latter institution was intended for 
“the education of Freedmen, and for training a Calvinistic 
ministry for the coloured race.”71 Lincoln University and 
Johnson C. Smith seminary graduates carried on a friendly 
rivalry as long as the Lincoln Theological Seminary lasted. 
Lincoln, being the older institution, sent volunteers and 
ministers into the South in the days immediately following 
the American Civil War. Some of its students spent sum-
mers in the South, serving without pay as teaching volun-
teers in the schools and Sunday schools established by the 
northern church. 

For some African Americans, this Presbyterian in-
vestment in their education elicited their loyalty forever.72 
Considering that the Presbyterian church was, with some 
exceptions, a new entity in the African American expe-
rience, the rate of Blacks’ adherence to it was quite impres-
sive. Although the southern Presbyterian church claimed it 
had fourteen thousand Black members at the inception of 
northern missionary activity, the figure cannot be substan-
tiated from the records of the General Assembly. The total 
number of colored communicants in the states of the Con-
federacy recorded in the General Assembly (PCUSA) Minutes 
for 1860, the last year before the schism of North and 
South, was 11,494. By 1914, fifty years after the start of 
missionary activity, the Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A. 
had organized 412 congregations with 26,311 com-
municants who gave a total of $247,188.20. This work was 
supported by 461 teachers in 138 schools, enrolling 19,166 
pupils.73 An impressive achievement! Such growth on any of 
the foreign fields would have been received with loud ac-
clamation. 

The adherence of Blacks to the Presbyterian church 
in the Carolinas—this area had and has the heaviest con-
centration of Black Presbyterians in the country—can be 
partially explained by the dominance of Scotch-Irish Pres-
byterian settlers there. The Sumter-Clarendon County area 
of South Carolina and the Charlotte area of North Carolina 
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particularly have been fertile soil for African American 
Presbyterian churches, and the former has supplied a dis-
proportionate number of men and women for the ministry. 
William L. Metz, D.D., once wrote: 

The writer feels quite safe in asserting that the Presbyterian 
Negro who will be nothing else if he cannot be a Presbyterian or 
find a Presbyterian church somewhere is a Sumter of Clarendon 
County Presbyterian Negro. ... The writer has made contact with 
all kinds of Negro Presbyterians as to their stability, but the most 
stable are of the two counties mentioned.74 

At any rate, the situation of Black Presbyterians in 
the South was unique. As the fruit of an unwelcome (by 
White Southerners) northern missionary enterprise, they 
found White Southerners, Presbyterians included, some-
what less than cordial. Blacks in other denominations re-
garded Black Presbyterians as having few advantages from 
their connection with a predominantly White church and 
the serious disadvantages of unwanted control by a White 
majority. The superior, paternalistic attitude of southern 
White Presbyterians can be extrapolated from a statement 
of James Snedecor published in The Presbyterian Examiner 
in 1913, titled “A Southerner’s Attitude Toward the Negro”: 

Formerly the Negro had few rights, but many privileges. ... 
Among the privileges he once enjoyed was attendance at the 
same church with the white man and of hearing the gospel 
preached with true emphasis upon the life. Commenting upon 
the social and religious influences of the old regime, Dr. Dicker-
man declares that “to share in such a domestic life, to grow up 
from infancy under the eye of such superiors, and in the compa-
nionship of their children, could bring even to slaves a fineness 
of sensibility, a moral tone and an intelligence that do not rise 
spontaneously in any character.”75 

The Freedmen’s Board report in the Home Mission 
Monthly in 1915 reveals a similar assessment: “The Nine-
teenth Century emancipated the Negro from bondage. It 
rests with the Twentieth Century to give him emancipation 
from the slavery of sin” (Home Mission Monthly, Vol. 29, No. 
6, 1915, p. 145). 

The geographical separation of southern Blacks from 
their northern brothers and sisters, and the less than 
friendly attitude of White Southerners conspired to create a 
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sense of isolation among the new Presbyterians of the 
South. Due to their financial dependence upon the Freed-
men’s Committee, a paternalistic pattern of control devel-
oped for the southern work. Northern Black Presbyterians 
wanted no part of that paternalistic system under which 
their southern brothers and sisters labored. Any structures 
that pointed in the direction of a paternalistic system were 
resisted by northern Blacks. This deepened the sense of iso-
lation of Black Presbyterians in the South. 

It was natural for the Presbyterian Church in the 
U.S.A. to create governing bodies to structure the life and 
growth of the African American churches within the south-
ern area where most White Presbyterians were members of 
the Presbyterian Church in the United States. The earliest 
of the all-Black governing bodies to be formed was the 
Presbytery of Catawba. Under the Enabling Acts of the 
General Assembly, this presbytery was organized on Octo-
ber 6, 1866. Ironically, the moving force behind the event 
were three White southern ministers: Samuel C. Alexander, 
Sidney S. Murkland, and Willis C. Miller. The Presbytery of 
Catawba developed into one of the most populous Black 
presbyteries anywhere. This historic event occurred near 
the Bethany Church (a White congregation) in the North 
Carolina county of Iredell. Iredell adjoins Mecklenburg 
County, the home of many of the churches of Catawba 
Presbytery. While there are conflicting views about the 
presbytery and the organization of the earliest churches, it 
seems probable that Catawba Presbytery was authorized by 
the General Assembly before any churches were formally 
organized.76 The site of the organization of the presbytery 
was apparently the Freedom Mission, a congregation of 
Blacks gathered by Sidney Murkland on a farm that he per-
sonally owned and which was located near the Bethany 
Church (White) to which he had been called the previous 
year. Because he favored freedom for Blacks, Murkland had 
been forced out of the Bethany Church, but he continued to 
serve the Black congregation at his own expense. Other ear-
ly congregations were McClintock and Seventh Street (Se-
venth Street discussed in Chapter II, pp. 29–30 of this 
book). Five additional congregations were added in 1867: 
Murkland, Westminister, Bethpage, Cedar Grove, and Belle-
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fonte. In the space of ten years, the number of churches 
had grown to seventeen. 

Samuel C. Alexander, Willis L. Miller, and Stephen 
Matoon (with the assistance of Alfred Stokes and Robert M. 
Hall) gave leadership in establishing missions in the Char-
lotte area. From their labors developed other Black congre-
gations: McClintock, Mount Olive, Woodland, and Miranda. 
Sidney S. Murkland and Amos S. Billinsley, working in the 
area around Statesville, North Carolina, established the 
missions of Freedom, Cameron, Pittsburgh, Mount Tabor, 
Logan Chapel, Catawba, and New Center. At the same time, 
Luke Dorland (who was instrumental in the founding of 
Scotia Seminary—later Barber-Scotia College) worked with 
others to establish missions in the Concord area, at Beth-
page, Bellefonte, Cedar Grove, and other places.77 At the 
time of the 1980s reorganization, Catawba Presbytery had 
thirty-three churches with 5,143 communicant members, 
located in eight North Carolina counties. 

Because of its peculiar situation, Catawba Presbytery 
originally had strange territorial alignments. It was placed 
under the Synod of Baltimore with which it was not conti-
guous. As the only presbytery of the Presbyterian Church in 
the U.S.A. in the South, it included nearly all the churches 
in the area of North Carolina, South Carolina, and Georgia. 
In 1868, the boundaries (at Catawba’s own petition) were 
fixed along a line running southwest from Weldon, North 
Carolina, through Columbia, South Carolina, and Augusta, 
Georgia, to the mouth of the Savannah River. In 1868, two 
other presbyteries were recognized by the General Assembly 
of the Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A., namely the Pres-
bytery of Atlantic and the Presbytery of Knox. The adjust-
ment of the boundaries of the Presbytery of Catawba al-
lowed the Synod of Baltimore to organize Atlantic Presby-
tery on January 1, 1868, with seven churches, six minis-
ters, and three licentiates under care. Of the ministers, two 
were White and four were Black. All of the licentiates were 
Black. Atlantic Presbytery took in all the ministers laboring 
south of the line of division. 

In November 1867, the Committee on Freedmen re-
ceived an application from four Black ministers in the state 
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of Georgia to be employed in the committee’s work among 
the freed men and women. Three of these men had been or-
dained by Hopewell Presbytery (Presbyterian Church in the 
United States) to the full gospel ministry, but restricted in 
the exercise of their office to work “among their own 
people!” (The fourth man had been ordained by the first 
three men.) The committee investigated and found the area 
to be large and of great promise. The committee supported 
the application and the General Assembly enrolled them as 
the Presbytery of Knox with four ministers, one licentiate, 
and eight organized churches. Knox Presbytery has the dis-
tinction of being the first presbytery organized entirely 
through the efforts of Blacks.78 

The relation of some of these Carolina churches to 
southern church congregations is worth noting. McClintock 
was formed primarily of Blacks who came out of the Steele 
Creek Presbyterian Church, pastored by S. C. Alexander. 
The Murkland Church was made up of Blacks who had 
been members of Big Providence Church. Caldwell and Mi-
randa were established with members who came out of Ho-
pewell Church. Members of Rocky River Presbyterian 
Church formed Bellefonte. Cedar Grove developed out of the 
Poplar Tent Church, and Bethpage from a White congrega-
tion of the same name. DeGranval Burke records that some 
Black families remained members of White churches as late 
as 1910.79 

In encouraging the formation of the three fledgling 
presbyteries, the Committee on Freedmen was looking to 
the establishment of a synod that had already been peti-
tioned for by both Catawba and Atlantic presbyteries. At 
that point, the three presbyteries had more than fifty 
churches, all of which had been organized within the space 
of two years. 

The Committee on Freedmen of the Presbyterian 
Church in the U.S.A. (PCUSA), in 1868, petitioned the as-
sembly to give heed to the requests of Atlantic and Catawba 
presbyteries for the organization of a synod, pointing to the 
need for effective synodical review and control and its posi-
tive effect on the church’s mission among freed men and 
women.80 
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The Synod of Atlantic was formed with the three fo-
renamed presbyteries: Catawba, Atlantic, and Knox. It was 
recognized in 1868 by the General Assembly of the PCUSA 
and directed to hold its initial meeting at Charlotte, North 
Carolina, on the Thursday before the second Sunday of Oc-
tober 1868. The assembly also specified that the meeting 
should open with a sermon by Sidney S. Murkland (or in 
his absence the oldest minister present) who should also 
preside until a moderator was chosen.81 

Because of the travel distances involved, the Synod 
of Atlantic could not hold its first meeting as directed. Gen-
eral Assembly then directed it to hold such a meeting at the 
same time the following year (1869). In the meantime, the 
synod was placed on the General Assembly roll as if orga-
nized.82 

A year later the Synod of Atlantic, in its second 
stated meeting, laid out the boundaries of six presbyteries. 
In addition to the three already organized, it made plans for 
Fairfield, Yadkin, and East Florida presbyteries. The Pres-
bytery of Yadkin appears in the Minutes of the General As-
sembly (PCUSA) for the first time in 1873. 

In May 1886, Cape Fear Presbytery was organized at 
a meeting held in the Galilee Methodist Episcopal Church 
in Laurinburg, North Carolina, by a commission of the At-
lantic Synod. Several congregations and missions had been 
established before this date, some going back to the latter 
half of the 1860s’ decade (Panthersford, Franklinton, Hay-
mount, Davie Street, Saint Paul, and Spout Springs). 

Daniel S. Sanders (later to become president of Bid-
dle University), with the help of others, was instrumental in 
holding together groups of Black Presbyterians who had 
come out of the Presbyterian Church in the United States 
until they could be organized. At the organization of Cape 
Fear Presbytery, Sanders was elected its first moderator 
and J. A. Savage its first stated clerk. The latter is remem-
bered for his travel from church to church by oxcart across 
southeastern North Carolina to teach and encourage the 
churches.83 Cape Fear Presbytery appears in the Minutes of 
the PCUSA General Assembly first in 1887. 
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By 1887, the work in the southeast had expanded 
substantially, both in area and number of congregations. 
The General Assembly in that year moved to divide the work 
by creating a new synod, Catawba, which took in the work 
of North Carolina and Virginia. At the time of its formation, 
Catawba Synod was made up of the Presbyteries of Cataw-
ba, Cape Fear, and Yadkin. 

The Presbytery of Southern Virginia was organized in 
1888 with six ministers and eleven churches (two of the 
churches were newly formed). Unlike the Carolinas, Virginia 
was not Presbyterian soil. The formation of the presbytery, 
therefore, was important for strengthening denominational 
association. The work, begun early at Amelia, Virginia, by 
Samantha Neil and Thomas C. Murphy, served as a model 
for much of the work that followed. These four presbyteries 
continued to constitute Catawba Synod until it was merged 
with Baltimore and New Castle presbyteries to form Pied-
mont Synod in 1972. Even within Piedmont Synod, these 
four presbyteries maintained their identity as part of the 
Catawba Inter-presbytery Program Agency (informally called 
“the Unit”) that provided a unifying structure until reunion 
in 1983. The realignment of boundaries (1988) brought dis-
solution. 

The organization of two other Black synods and the 
presbyteries of the northern church (PCUSA) that consti-
tuted them occurs nearly four decades after the establish-
ment of Atlantic Synod and nearly twenty years after its di-
vision into Atlantic and Catawba synods. The Synod of East 
Tennessee was organized in 1905, and its name was 
changed to Synod of Blue Ridge in 1935. In 1906, the Pres-
bytery of Birmingham was divided to form three presbyte-
ries: Presbytery of Rogersville, which included southwest 
Virginia and that part of Tennessee lying east of Claiborne, 
Granger, Hambler, and Cocke counties; and Presbytery of 
LaVere covering that territory lying between the limits of 
Rogersville Presbytery on the east and the limits of Chatta-
nooga Presbytery on the west. 

In the year 1907, following the merger of the PCUSA 
with the Cumberland Presbyterian Church (see discussion 
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on page 44), the General Assembly passed an enabling act 
constituting three Black presbyteries: Kiamichi and Randall 
in Oklahoma, and White River in Arkansas to form the Syn-
od of Canadian. 

The ministers and churches forming the Kiamichi 
Presbytery belonged originally to the Presbytery of Choctaw, 
which included territory allotted in 1832 to the Choctaw 
Nation. This presbytery consisted of the southeastern one-
quarter of Indian territory after the establishment of the 
Oklahoma Territory in 1890. The name Kiamichi, taken 
from the Kiamichi River, is an Indian word meaning “Where 
you going?” The Presbytery of Kiamichi at first included two 
Indian (Choctaw) churches. However, one was disbanded 
and dropped. After becoming vacant, the other was trans-
ferred to the Presbytery of Choctaw, leaving the Presbytery 
of Kiamichi entirely Black. 

An interesting historical note on Indian-African rela-
tions in that period is that, about the year 1881, the African 
Blacks who were slaves of the Choctaw were enrolled and 
adopted as citizens by the tribes to which they respectively 
belonged. “They then became eligible to receive a small part 
of [the Indians’] public school funds.”84 

Lincoln Presbytery, an African American geographi-
cal presbytery, was erected in the Synod of Kentucky as a 
direct result of the merger with the Cumberland Presbyte-
rian Church. 

The organization of these two synods, East Tennes-
see and Canadian, highlights the wide territorial extent of 
the work carried on among African Americans by the Pres-
byterian Church in the U.S.A. The population and centers 
of Presbyterian work among Blacks in Alabama, Mississip-
pi, Tennessee, Arkansas, Louisiana, Oklahoma, and Texas 
were much less numerous than those in the Carolinas and 
Georgia, but the impact of the work, especially in educa-
tion, was nevertheless substantial. 

Cumberland Presbyterian Church 

The opening toward union between the Presbyterian 
Church in the U.S.A. (PCUSA) and the Cumberland Presby-
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terian Church (CPC) was made possible by an invitation by 
the Cumberland Presbyterian Church to the PCUSA to en-
ter negotiations looking to union. The Presbyterian Church 
in the U.S.A. accepted. The Cumberland Presbyterian 
Church owed its beginning in part to the stimulation of the 
religious revival of 1800 in Kentucky and Tennessee. It had 
seceded from the PCUSA over disagreements with the al-
leged “fatalism” of the Westminster Confession and the par-
ent denomination’s insistence on an adequately educated 
clergy. While these two concerns were ameliorated to the 
point that the CPC could contemplate reunion, there was 
one other sticking point. The Cumberland Presbyterian 
Church, essentially southern in attitude, insisted upon ra-
cially segregated governing bodies as a condition for enter-
ing the union. 

The PCUSA, in considering the CPC overture, set up 
in 1903, a special committee to study the territorial limits 
of presbyteries. “It soon became clear that the task of this 
committee was not to provide for the orderly integration of 
the overlapping judicatories of the two churches, but to 
draw up plans for racially segregated presbyteries and syn-
ods.”85 The committee’s report—after expressing platitudes 
about belief in the brotherhood of man, and in the spiritual 
equality in Christ and the Kingdom of God—recommended 
the amending of the Form of Government to allow the erec-
tion of racially separate governing bodies in the same terri-
tory. It said that “there must be no yielding of principles. ... 
[but] a wise expediency in their application [taking in con-
sideration conditions and circumstances].”86 In spite of spi-
rited opposition by Catawba and other Black presbyteries, 
the Africo-American Presbyterian, outstanding Northern 
Black Presbyterian leaders such as Francis Grimke and 
Matthew Anderson, as well as some White Presbyterian 
spokespersons, the report was adopted and approved by 
presbyteries by a vote of 188 to 45 with eight abstentions. 
The vote, reported at the 1905 assembly, confirmed that the 
1896 Supreme Court decision upholding the “separate but 
equal” doctrine was a true measure of the nation’s attitude 
on race. It also confirmed that no significant differences in 
views on the racial question any longer separated the North 
and the South. White racial superiority attitudes would 
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henceforth prevail in the North and South for the next half 
century.87 

United Presbyterian Church of North America 

The Presbytery of Tennessee of the United Presbyte-
rian Church of North America (UPCNA) was formed as a re-
sult of several circumstances arising out of that church’s 
stance on race. As has been noted earlier in this work, the 
UPCNA took a very firm stand against slavery. The fact that 
this position was unpopular in the South prompted many 
families in these congregations to relocate in northern terri-
tory. The history of this presbytery, which eventually be-
came all Black, is the story of White congregations gradual-
ly disappearing and Black congregations springing up and 
continuing down to the present. Fragments of churches, 
which were depleted by the emigration of members north-
ward, continued to exist in the Appalachian foothills of east 
Tennessee. After the war, some covenanters petitioned for 
the organization of churches in east and middle Tennessee, 
and organized some churches as early as 1865. The Presby-
tery of Tennessee was organized in 1866 with congregations 
listed as Nashville, Palmetto, Lebanon, Big Spring, and Pis-
tol Creek. At that time “Nashville was the colored Mission in 
connection with the work for Negroes under the Freedmen’s 
Board.”88 Joseph G. McKee, a missionary appointed to work 
among the hordes of suffering freed persons who congre-
gated around the camps of the Union army, initiated the 
work in Nashville in 1863. He immediately organized a 
church with Black elders and established the first free 
school for Blacks in the South. After several years of this 
work, the decision was made to shift the mission to Knox-
ville. This school, established in Knoxville in 1875, even-
tually became Knoxville College. 

The White congregations in Tennessee Presbytery 
dwindled and disappeared, while Black congregations 
sprang up and survived in Tennessee, Alabama, Virginia, 
and North Carolina. Ironically, this emerging all-Black 
presbytery came about, not from segregationist views of the 
White congregations, but from a pervasive and public hos-
tility against those who supported antislavery views.89 
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Presbyterian Church in the United States 

The picture of the all-Black governing bodies that 
was established by the Presbyterian Church in the United 
States (PCUS) is rather sketchy. In many cases records are 
incomplete or missing. With emancipation, great numbers 
of African Americans found their home in the independent 
Black denominations, i.e., Baptist and African Methodist 
Episcopal churches. Obviously, the freedom and indepen-
dence of these bodies were an attraction. It is clear, howev-
er, that a considerable number of freed persons who had 
been exposed to the Presbyterian program and tradition 
preferred to continue in it, but most southern Presbyterians 
were unable to make the attitudinal adjustments to ac-
commodate them. Ernest Trice Thompson, writing about 
the period immediately following emancipation, observes: 

In the face of this mass movement away from the white 
churches, the Southern Presbyterian Church tried officially to re-
tain its Negro members within its own fold, segregated in the 
balconies, as they had been during the days of slavery, made in-
adequate concessions in the face of mounting desertion, and fi-
nally determined on the establishment of an independent Negro 
church after the hope of building one was gone.90 

The inadequate concessions to which Thompson re-
fers included: 

• The ordination of Blacks to the ministry, without 
full recognition or the powers that Presbyterian ordination 
carries. At first these Black men were designated “watch-
men” or “exhorters.” In cases where ministerial ordination 
was given, the ordinands were limited to work among “their 
own people.” 

• Mechanisms for training Black ministers were 
created, but for a long time they were totally inadequate. 
Until the Tuscaloosa Institute (Stillman Institute) for train-
ing Black ministers was established in 1876, the best the 
church offered was for a Black aspirant to be placed under 
a White minister’s care to learn from him as much as he 
could. Even after Stillman was founded, it was not suffi-
ciently supported for some time and, therefore, could not 
offer an adequate theological education for its students. R. 
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C. Reed, a Virginia minister, writing in the Southern Presby-
terian Review in 1885, decries the low output and inade-
quate curriculum of the Tuscaloosa Institute. He compares 
unfavorably the Tuscaloosa curriculum and program with 
that of Biddle Institute and concludes that the southern 
church would do better at reaching Blacks through the 
agencies of the northern Presbyterian church.91 Of course, 
Reed’s opinions did not prevail. 

• Organically, Black Presbyterians in the PCUS re-
mained in an anomalous situation. Prior to the organization 
of the independent Afro-American Synod (see p. 60), they 
were organized in presbyteries that did not belong to the 
White synods in which they were located or were in no syn-
od at all. The presbyteries that existed were referred to as 
“independent.” They did not participate in the governance of 
the church as a whole. For some time, attempts were made 
in some places to keep Black congregations attached to 
White congregations. In such instances, the two congrega-
tions shared a pastor and the Black congregation had its 
representation in the higher governing bodies through the 
commissioners chosen by the White congregation. 

• The foundation of the southern Presbyterian 
church’s quandary was the total inability of the great ma-
jority to accept Blacks in any position that suggested social 
equality, even in the governing structures of the church. 

In the years immediately following the American Civil 
War, the Presbyterian Church in the United States orga-
nized few Black congregations. With few exceptions, the 
churches were dissolved or the ministers dismissed to 
presbyteries of the Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A. These 
dismissals and the dissolving of churches were due to the 
ambivalence of the White constituency toward Black 
churches and members. James Stacy, in A History of the 
Presbyterian Church in Georgia, acknowledges this fact: 

Making all due allowances for the desire on part of the co-
lored people to have an entirely independent organization of their 
own, [one] cannot be oblivious to the fact that the white people 
were just as anxious to have them to themselves, and therefore 
the policy pursued towards them was not of such a character as 
to draw that people any closer to their organization. Indeed, it 
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was difficult to determine the precise relation of the colored 
churches to the Presbyterian Church. They seemed to have been 
considered as an integral portion of the Church but simply “in 
accordance with the scheme of the Assembly to form an inde-
pendent church of their own,” but of which scheme no one could 
give an intelligent account.92 

The following presbyteries have organizational dates 
prior to 1897: Central Alabama (1890), Ethel (1891), North 
and South Carolina (1876), Texas (1888), and Zion (1891). 
These presbyteries, which were made up of Black congrega-
tions, did not function as parts of the synods in which they 
were located and their relationship to the General Assembly 
was informal. 

In 1891, the southern Presbyterian church took se-
rious steps to address its responsibility toward Black men 
and women when it set in place the Committee of Colored 
Evangelization, which continued until 1910. At that time it 
became a department of the Executive Committee of Home 
Missions. 

The most significant development in relation to the 
Black constituencies of the PCUS was the formation of an 
“independent” Afro-American Presbyterian Synod in 1897. 
This development, characterized by the PCUS as purely 
spontaneous on the part of the colored men themselves, os-
tensibly had its genesis in 1893 when Black ministers, be-
ing dissatisfied with the growth of Presbyterianism among 
African Americans, began considering other possibilities. 
Actually, White Presbyterians had much earlier shown an 
inclination to separate the Black constituency. Such a plan 
was first broached in the 1869 General Assembly of the 
PCUS. In 1897, after three years of correspondence and 
discussion on how a separate and distinct African American 
Presbyterian church could be created, it was determined to 
call a convention for organizing such a church. E. W. Wil-
liams of Abbeville, South Carolina, was chosen to go to the 
General Assembly in Charlotte, North Carolina, and present 
the idea before that body. The assembly lost no time in act-
ing and passed the following the resolution: 

Whereas, this Assembly has learned of the purpose on the 
part of certain colored Presbyterians to call a convention for the 
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purpose of organizing a separate and independent colored Pres-
byterian Church, 

Therefore, be it resolved that should such a convention be 
called, any colored churches and ministers now under the juris-
diction of this Assembly are hereby permitted to withdraw for the 
purpose of joining said convention, should they desire to do so. 
And be it further resolved that a committee of which the Modera-
tor of this Assembly shall be chairman shall be appointed to at-
tend the convention bearing the fraternal greetings of this As-
sembly and give the colored brethren whatever advice and coun-
sel they may desire.93 

The convention to organize the separate Black Pres-
byterian church was called in November 1897. Represented 
in Birmingham, Alabama, for the meeting were six presby-
teries: Abbeville, Central Alabama, Chester, Ethel, North 
and South Carolina, and Texas. After a three-day meeting, 
an agreement was reached to proceed. On May 19, 1898, 
the convention met in the Berean Presbyterian Church in 
New Orleans, and on May 20, 1898, effected the organiza-
tion of the Afro-American Presbyterian Church. 

The scheme was first to organize an independent 
synod, loosely related to the PCUS. Later, with growth and 
expansion, a General Assembly would be formed and the 
Black Presbyterians who had been related to the PCUS 
would be totally independent of that denomination. 

E. W. Williams, the leading spirit in this movement, 
had hopes of enlisting African American churches through-
out the United States and Canada. He spent a whole year in 
1897–98 traveling to more than thirty cities in New York, 
Massachusetts, Maine, Maryland, Pennsylvania, Michigan, 
Virginia, and Canada, acquainting others with the plan. It 
is curious that the record makes no mention of overtures to 
Black Presbyterian members of Presbyterian Church in the 
U.S.A. churches in the South. 

Williams’ efforts failed to attract other Black Presby-
terians outside the Presbyterian Church in the United 
States, and he expressed keen disappointment at Black 
Presbyterians who preferred to continue their relationship 
with the northern church, calling their action not only “un-
wise” but demonstrating “a deplorable lack of manhood and 
race pride.”94 
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The experiment of establishing an independent Afro-
American church did not succeed. The apparent reasons 
are several: 

• There were few churches and none of them was 
large enough to supply the personnel and financial re-
sources necessary for such a venture. 

• The Afro-American Synod never received the full 
support of the African American members and governing 
bodies belonging to the PCUS. Ethel and Central Alabama 
presbyteries, the most centrally located and contiguous, did 
not join the new church, they maintained their relationship 
with the PCUS. It was observed that those presbyteries 
which opposed the independent church were the most 
heavily populated and had ministers with better theological 
preparation.95 

• The expressed intention (1897) of the PCUS to 
continue to support the “independent” church financially 
raises questions about the possibility of its real indepen-
dence. 

Unfortunately, minutes or other records of this orga-
nizational experiment in independence are almost nonexis-
tent. Minutes for only one year (1905) are known to exist. 

In 1916, a PCUS General Assembly Ad Interim 
Committee on the Afro-American Synod brought a report 
recommending the organizing of the African American mi-
nisters and churches into a synod that would be an integral 
part of the PCUS. The report proposed four presbyteries, 
consisting of twenty-five ministers and about seventy-five 
churches. These were constituted as the Afro-American 
Synod in 1917 and soon after designated as the Snedecor 
Memorial Synod in honor of James G. Snedecor, former su-
perintendent of the Committee of Colored Evangelization 
and former principal of Stillman Institute. 

In effect, the organization of the Black constituency 
into integral governing bodies within the Presbyterian 
Church in the United States (PCUS) took the circuitous 
route of an attempt at complete independence. 



DEVELOPMENT, REFINEMENT, AND INTEGRATION 

63 

The Snedecor Memorial Synod was enrolled at the 
1917 General Assembly of the PCUS with the following 
presbyteries, churches, ministers, and elders: 

Presbyteries Churches Ministers Elders 

Central Alabama 10 10 28 

Central Louisiana 6 8 12 

Ethel 18 5 31 

North and South 
Carolina 14 10 46 

TOTALS 48 33 117 

This synod produced some outstanding ministers. As 
Moses Edward has noted, “Men of distinction sprang from 
the ranks of Snedecor Memorial Synod and proved them-
selves a credit, not only to their synod, but to the entire 
Church.”96 Among them can be listed William H. Sheppard, 
D.D., Fellow of the Royal Geographic Society, who labored 
for twenty years in the Congo, and who, with John Morri-
son, was instrumental in bringing to the attention of the 
world the atrocities committed upon the native people of the 
Congo by the government of King Leopold of Belgium. 
Sheppard received many honors from churches, education-
al institutions, and governments. 

Other ministers from Snedecor Memorial Synod who 
served with distinction as missionaries to Africa were L. A. 
DeYampert, Alonzo L. Edmiston, P. H. Hawkins, and A. A. 
Rochester.97 

Among those who performed distinguished service in 
the home mission field were I. C. Champney, who pastored 
Salem Presbyterian Church in Tuscaloosa, Alabama, and 
served for many years as stated clerk of the synod; J. H. M. 
Boyce, who organized and pastored Gregg Street Presbyte-
rian Church for many years, served as moderator of the 
Central Alabama Presbytery in 1927, was moderator of 
Central Louisiana Presbytery in 1940 and 1948, and was 
received into Brazos Presbytery in 1951, where he later be-
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came the first Black moderator of that presbytery; W. A. 
Young, known as the “singing evangelist” and an eloquent 
preacher; and T. J. James who pastored in Hartsville, 
South Carolina.98 

The rapid growth of PCUSA churches and communi-
cants in the Black communities of the South, the decisive 
moves toward governing structures, and the heartening sto-
ries of what freed people were doing to help themselves, did 
not result in ready and enthusiastic support of this mission 
work by the majority of White congregations. Stirring ap-
peals, such as the one printed in the Freedmen’s Commit-
tee’s report for 1875 (quoted below) continued to appear in 
almost every annual report: 

... Let the ministers of our Church, who are of the more fa-
vored race, mirror to their people, as never before, the vastness 
of this field “white already to [the] harvest,” the “more laborers” 
already waiting to enter and reap, while the Church fails to hire 
them, though she has every reason to believe they would gather 
“an hundredfold into life everlasting;” FOUR MILLIONS of people 
in all the poverty, ignorance, superstition, and moral corruption 
incident to two hundred and fifty years of bondage, lifted in a 
single hour to citizenship—American citizenship, with all its 
weighty responsibilities; no longer slaves but rulers, and so a 
power in the land—a power for good or for evil according as their 
moral and intellectual culture shall be cared for or neglected by 
those to whom they naturally and rightfully look . ...99 

In the annual reports in the early years of the PCUSA 
Board of Missions for Freedmen, the secretary gave statis-
tics on the participation of churches in giving to the freed-
men’s cause. In 1872, while only about 31 percent of the 
White congregations gave to this mission project, 78 per-
cent of the freedmen’s churches contributed. In 1889, the 
committee reported receipts from Black churches of 
$134,450.88. This was not inclusive of what the freed 
people paid for the support of the ministers, teachers, 
houses of worship, and schools and scholarship, which 
amounted to an additional total of $31,092.47. 

Weak support from the White churches notwith-
standing, the work of the Presbyterian churches continued 
and grew. For that, much of the credit must go to the Black 
presbyteries and synods. 
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CHAPTER IV 

The Development, Refinement, and Integration 
of the All-Black Governing Structures  
Within a Changing Church and Society 

The world into which the newly organized presbyte-
ries and synods emerged offered daunting challenges to 
Black individuals, organizations, and institutions. Were it 
not for the terror of slavery, like Pharaoh’s army behind 
them, the freedmen and freedwomen might well have des-
paired. For some time, however, the excitement of being free 
summoned up their courage to go forward against all odds. 
For a brief instant, it seemed that the power and goodwill of 
the federal government would be used to ensure justice and 
opportunity for them. 

In March 1865, Congress passed a bill creating the 
Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen and Abandoned Lands (in 
popular usage the name was shortened to the Freedmen’s 
Bureau) to address the suffering occasioned by the war and 
the attendant ills: abandoned lands, scarcity of food and 
clothing, thousands of displaced and homeless persons, 
and the absence of organized civil authority. For the seven 
years of its existence (1865–1872), the Freedmen’s Bureau 
attacked the problems by furnishing supplies and medical 
services to refugees and freed persons, establishing schools, 
supervising contracts between freedmen and their em-
ployees, and managing abandoned and confiscated lands. 

This last responsibility was the source of the idea 
that the U.S. government pledged to freedmen “forty acres 
and a mule.”100 

By regulating contracts between freedmen and 
freedwomen and their employers, the Freedmen’s Bureau 
attempted to ensure that freed persons, mostly illiterate 
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and unused to marketing their labor, were not unduly ex-
ploited. The dream of owning land of their own was rudely 
dispelled by President Andrew Johnson’s amnesty procla-
mation pardoning most former Confederates, thus making 
them eligible to reclaim their abandoned lands. The “forty 
acres and a mule” dream died at the hands of a president 
who seemed determined to undermine the plans authorized 
by Congress. The bureau’s commissioner, General Oliver 0. 
Howard, known as “the Christian General” because he had 
prayed with his soldiers as a wartime commander, did 
nothing to reverse the president’s action. Rather, he went 
on a tour across the South to convince White Southerners 
that the interest of the Freedmen’s Bureau in a stable sys-
tem of labor would not hinder the states’ own plans. 

Further, Howard tried to convince Blacks that in al-
lowing the promise of land to be nullified, he had done 
nothing to harm their interests. 

In Charleston, on the Sea Islands, wherever he went, Howard 
found the freedmen incredulous: they could not believe that 
General Howard, whom they trusted as they had no man since 
Lincoln, would take away the farms he had promised them.101 

In Jacksonville, Howard climbed on a carpenter’s 
bench and for an hour tried his best to convince a gathering 
of freedmen that working for their former masters for wages 
was just as good a way of making a living as owning one’s 
own farm.102 Soon after that event, the former states of the 
Confederacy, assured of federal neutrality, passed the noto-
rious Black Codes that restricted the mobility and the 
rights of the freedmen and freedwomen. Mississippi, for ex-
ample, made it illegal for Blacks to own land outside a 
town, ending the hope for forty acres and a mule. 

The stories of the all-Black governing bodies of the 
predecessor denominations, which today make up the 
Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), are unimaginable without 
recognition of the role played by educational institutions. 
The story of these institutions of the Presbyterian Church 
in the U.S.A. (PCUSA) and the United Presbyterian Church 
in North America (UPCNA) has been told in its fullness by 
the late Inez Moore Parker, in her book The Rise and De-
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cline of the Program of Education for Black Presbyterians of 
the United Presbyterian Church U.S.A., 1865–1970 (pub-
lished by Trinity Press, San Antonio, 1977). 

In the matter of recognizing the crucial importance of 
education for the freedmen and freedwomen, church and 
government were of one accord. Certainly the most effective 
work of the short-lived federal Freedmen’s Bureau was in 
education. The Freedmen’s Bureau opened schools that 
were prematurely closed because of withdrawal of support 
in 1870. In its brief life, however, the Freedmen’s Bureau 
fashioned a partnership with the churches in providing 
educational opportunities for the freedmen, and made 
grants to church committees serving the educational needs 
of the former slaves. 

Before the termination of the federal Freedmen’s Bu-
reau, the churches were already supplying many of the 
teachers in the bureau’s schools. It was estimated that in 
1866 approximately half of the teachers in the bureau 
schools were supplied by the American Missionary Associa-
tion and other church societies.103 The educational move-
ment was thus transformed from a political action to attain 
justice to a missionary enterprise carried on by inspired 
teachers supported by the church. 

The most effective work was made possible by a Prot-
estant consensus that identified evangelicalism with Ameri-
can culture.104 In whatever way it came, the support of edu-
cation for the freedmen and freedwomen was a blessing 
whose effects, like ripples in a pond, spread across the 
years. 

The short Reconstruction period, depicted as a 
nightmare by most White Southerners, was for Black 
freedmen and freedwomen a period of hope comparable 
perhaps only to the 1960s era of the civil rights struggle. 
The period saw Blacks given citizenship and the right to 
vote. In those states where the Black populations equaled 
or nearly equaled the Whites, Blacks elected people of color 
to legislatures and to Congress. Despite the distorted ac-
count that some southern historians and popular media, 
like the film Birth of a Nation, have given of it, the Recon-
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struction was a period of some noteworthy achievements. 
Blacks elected or appointed to office were not measurably 
more corrupt or inept than Whites who had previously or 
have subsequently occupied those positions. Indeed, there 
were a number of really outstanding Black elected officials 
who served with distinction: Henry Highland Garnet, Fran-
cis L. Cardozo, Robert Smalls, A. A. Taylor, John R. Lynch, 
H. M. Turner, Oscar J. Dunn, and Jonathan C. Gibbs. Gar-
net, Cardoza, and Gibbs were Presbyterians. The state con-
stitutional conventions in the Reconstruction period wrote 
some constitutions that served those states long after Re-
construction was past. “The fundamental ... social justice 
proclaimed in the reconstruction constitutions [the public 
school system, old age pensions, restrictions on monopoly 
of land] still remain.”105 

Had Reconstruction been sustained for a generation, 
Black Americans would have been in a much more advan-
tageous position to secure their full rights. Unfortunately, 
politics, greed, and racial hatred conspired together to bring 
Reconstruction progress to an untimely end. The conserva-
tive Southerners’ vehement opposition to the elevation of 
Blacks to a position of equality spawned an order called the 
Ku Klux Klan, which conducted a virtual reign of terror 
against many Black communities. Interracial clashes be-
came more frequent and massacres of Blacks took place. 
One of the most notorious clashes occurred at Hamburg, 
South Carolina, in July 1876, where White elements insti-
gated a clash with the Black militia of that town. Being 
faced with overwhelming firepower brought from outside, 
the Black militiamen attempted to escape. Twenty-seven 
were captured and five of them were shot down in cold 
blood. 

In the election of that year, South Carolina Recon-
structionists, who were defeated by fraud and intimidation, 
asked President Rutherford B. Hayes to send troops to sus-
tain them in office. His shocking response was to withdraw 
federal troops from the state.106 

Hayes’ action was undoubtedly part of a corrupt bar-
gain to gain the South Carolina electoral vote. With the 
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withdrawal of the federal troops, southern reactionaries re-
gained control of state governments and entered upon an 
oppressive course of legislative action, passing laws to dis-
enfranchise Blacks and reduce them again to a state of vir-
tual slavery. 

Even those southern Whites, from whom Blacks 
thought they had a right to expect friendship, concurred in 
their disenfranchisement. James G. Snedecor, secretary of 
the Executive Committee on Colored Evangelization from 
1903–1916, offered this view in retrospect: 

On Emancipation and Reconstruction 

I pass these two epoch-making events with brief comments. 
Of Emancipation, we have made the best of it, and on the whole 
we would not exchange the present magnificent industrial and 
social condition for the old. Of Reconstruction we first endured, 
then began a silent unarmed rebellion in which we have won the 
last stronghold. The negro race was given the ballot for his pro-
tection. We have taken it away for our preservation.107 

It was in this era that the Black governing bodies 
and educational institutions were challenged to lead their 
people. With the exception of some state industrial schools, 
southern state governments made almost no provision for 
higher education of African Americans after Reconstruction 
was abolished. W. E. B. Dubois lists three agencies that 
provided a positive influence in overcoming the problems 
inherent in reconstructing society after the great civil con-
flict: the Black church, the Black school, and the Freed-
men’s Bureau.108 

The federal Freedmen’s Bureau (having passed out of 
existence even before the Compromise of 1877), the Black 
churches, and the Black schools were left to be constructive 
forces in that difficult time. In the south, the Black Presby-
terian constituency, although a part of a church that is 
predominately White, operated at the congregational level 
as any of the Black denominations (i.e., Baptists, A.M.E.), 
with the exception of the ten days or so devoted to meetings 
of the General Assembly. 

There is, of course, another exception, and that re-
fers to the scores of White northern missionaries and 
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teachers who made their way into the countryside and 
towns of the south to teach Black children and adults in 
the early years. While this continued well into the twentieth 
century, within one generation the majority of these work-
ers were replaced by African Americans. The schools, such 
as Biddle, Scotia, Knoxville, and Mary Allen, which had 
been founded specifically to train ministers and teachers to 
uplift the race, had wonderfully fulfilled their mission as the 
1889 statistics of the Freedmen’s Committee show. The 
committee reported that there were 295 missionaries, which 
included ordained ministers, licentiates, catechists and 
teachers, of whom 234 were African Americans. Sixty-one 
were White and the majority of these (41) were female 
teachers (out of a total of 88 teachers). Both through service 
as missionaries and the National Missions Committee, 
women played a crucial role in the educational mission to 
African American freed persons. The committee also re-
ported the following: 

1. The extensive investment of the Presbyterian 
church in the education of the freedwomen and freedmen of 
the South was understood as an integral part of the task of 
evangelization. In the light of the recurring and ongoing 
controversy that opposes evangelism to social action, the 
leaders of efforts on behalf of Black people never unders-
tood education and evangelism to be separate efforts. In 
1864, the Committee on the Religious Instruction of the 
Freedmen recommended adoption by the General Assembly 
of a statement including this sentence: “the Presbyterian 
Church must be true to its historic doctrine and faith, that 
the hope of the African race, under God, is in Christian 
education, and in the `liberty wherewith Christ makes his 
people free,’ and not in the possession of civil privileges 
alone.”109 

2. It is evident from parts of the report that there 
was also concern for ameliorating the danger that those 
freedmen, trained in the use of arms and military tactics, 
might enter into civil strife to obtain their rights. Neverthe-
less, the overarching concern behind the establishment of 
educational institutions was to raise up an enlightened 
church membership and an educated clergy. 
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The church had established Ashmun Institute (later 
Lincoln University) in 1854. Its location in Pennsylvania 
made its purpose and outlook somewhat different from that 
of the southern schools. Greatly influenced by the coloniza-
tion movement, Lincoln’s primary objective was to train 
African Americans to evangelize the land of their forebears. 
Between 1833 and 1891, some fifty-seven African American 
missionaries were sent to the northern Presbyterian mis-
sion in Liberia. Many Black church leaders, however, op-
posed the effort to colonize Black people in Africa. How 
many Lincoln graduates ever made it to Africa is uncertain. 
After the colonization movement faded, the church seemed 
to have lost its interest in preparing African American mis-
sionaries to evangelize Africa. Ironically, in the early dec-
ades of the twentieth century, Lincoln students kept up a 
steady drumbeat of requests for the appointment of African 
American missionaries and criticism of the Foreign Mis-
sions Board for its failure to recruit Blacks as missionaries 
to Africa. 

From the beginning, Lincoln students showed a se-
rious concern for their people in the South. In the summer 
of 1869, forty Lincoln students volunteered to labor without 
salary during their vacation among the freedmen and 
freedwomen in the South. Also, Lincoln graduates filled 
many of the posts as missionaries, teachers, and pastors 
before trained leaders from the South were ready. 

Biddle Institute, founded some thirteen years after 
Ashmun Institute, was justified before the 1866 General 
Assembly of the Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A. as ne-
cessary because 

• the expense of sending poverty-stricken freedmen 
from the South to Lincoln University would be too great and 

• there was a need to educate people in the climate 
of the field in which they were to serve.110 

The expectation was “that the students gathered 
would be able to pursue their course of study while they 
exercised their gifts among the people.”111 From the outset, 
the concept was to establish a college and theological 
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school. Considering that in 1866, there were few freedmen 
who could read and write, this seemed an ambitious ven-
ture indeed. Biddle Institute was founded with the ex-
pressed objective of educating preachers, catechists, and 
teachers among freed Black people of the South. In the be-
ginning, in order to fulfill its objectives, the school operated 
on three levels: a preparatory school, a college, and a semi-
nary. As other preparatory schools developed, Biddle elimi-
nated its preparatory school. 

The leadership at Biddle, as at most other Presbyte-
rian schools, was initially all-White. Gradually, as Black 
leaders were educated, they took over the brunt of the 
work. The first Black appointed to the faculty was George E. 
Davis, professor of natural science in 1886. As academic 
dean, he impressed the administration with his ability and 
smoothed the path for a momentous change that came in 
1891. That year Daniel J. Sanders was elected president of 
Biddle, the first Black president of that institution. He was 
indeed the first Black male to head a major institution. 
Sanders had already proved himself as pastor at Wilming-
ton, North Carolina, as a leading figure in the organization 
of Cape Fear Presbytery, and as a representative of the 
Freedmen’s Committee in its successful fund-raising effort 
in England and Scotland. A measure of the racism infecting 
the church is revealed in the resignation of all but one of 
the White faculty members upon Sanders’ ascension to the 
presidency. 

Sanders was representative of a whole class of teach-
ers, ministers, and leaders in the route he took to secure an 
education. Born into slavery, he taught himself to read and 
write. Later, after being tutored by a White instructor while 
in Chester, South Carolina, Sanders entered Brainerd Insti-
tute, a Presbyterian school in that town, to prepare himself 
for enrollment in a theological seminary. In like manner, 
many of the early leaders received primary and preparatory 
education in parochial schools and the preparatory schools 
supported by the Presbyterian church. Eventually, they 
found their way to Biddle (Johnson C. Smith University), or 
some other institution of higher education, for college and 
seminary training. 
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The freedmen and freedwomen were initially at-
tracted to churches conducted by men of their own race 
whose services were held in large, open-air spaces. But 
those ministers, themselves mostly uneducated, were una-
ble to render effective service as teachers. 

“Where a church was planted there was soon a cry 
for a school, and where a school was started there was soon 
a demand for a church, and so, by the very nature of the 
situation, evangelization and education became the mission 
work among the Freedmen.”112 An examination of a listing 
of the major freedmen’s schools in that period reveals that 
with the exception of Haines Institute, whose founder and 
head was Lucy Laney, and Hardin Academy in Allandale, 
South Carolina, every school was headed by a clergyman. 

As already noted, the mission to the freed Blacks was 
never wholeheartedly supported by the entire church. What 
is surprising and heartening is the extent of self-help 
achieved so rapidly by a people who came out of slavery with 
no worldly possessions. As the twenty-fifth annual report 
summarizes it: “Their freedom, dear and sweet as it was to a 
long-enslaved race, rendered them penniless, homeless and 
friendless, having absolutely nothing with which to begin 
their new life, not a foot of land, not a cabin, not a tool or 
farming utensil, only their muscles and their simple faith in 
God.”113 Though the Board of Missions for Freedmen rather 
paternalistically felt it had to “teach” self-support and finan-
cial independence, there are frequent evidences that African 
Americans from the earliest period of freedom actively gave 
to help themselves. For example, in a year (1897) when the 
committee’s total receipts were $193,637, freedmen and 
freedwomen gave $70,017.58 to support their schools and 
churches. In 1889, church property valued at $10,000 was 
given for the benefit of Knox Church, Louisville, Kentucky, 
by Andrew Ferguson, a Black member of that church.114 A 
study of the figures shows that freedmen’s contributions in-
creased even in years of economic recession. The secretary 
observes in the 1895 report that “Only the arithmetic of Hea-
ven can calculate what it cost these people to contribute this 
year this large sum [$63,385.28] toward their own self-
support in the matter of schools and churches.”115 
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In 1866, the first year after the end of the American 
Civil War, African Americans under the PCUSA Freedmen’s 
Committee gave $1,548.55. In the first decade of the com-
mittee’s life ending in 1875, their contributions totaled 
$67,077.80. In the second decade, 1876–1885 they gave 
$131,161.48, and in the seven years ending in 1882, they 
gave $417,908.02. 

From the early days, Blacks who found themselves in 
a position to do so, contributed generously. In Danville, Vir-
ginia, the land used to establish church and schools was 
donated by Blacks. At Amelia, Virginia, Thomas Murphy 
records that land for the school and church that became 
Russell Grove (now Zion Hill) was given by a Black family. 
Thereby hangs an interesting bit of history. 

As was true in many other places, Whites, who did 
not look with favor on educating Blacks, generally refused 
to rent buildings or sell land. There was a tract of land be-
longing to Nathaniel Harrison, a White man, who took one 
of his slaves as his wife. At his death, the land came into 
her possession. Subsequently, Walker Jackson (a Black 
man) married one of the Harrison daughters, Maria, and 
the couple deeded an acre of the land to W. T. White and J. 
S. Murphy to be used exclusively for school and church 
purposes on behalf of the freedmen. At Amelia and many 
other places, the freedmen cheerfully supplied the labor to 
prepare the materials and build the structure to house the 
churches and the schools (see Appendix II). 

Even at some of the well-established educational in-
stitutions, students and staff contributed the labor to erect 
the buildings. In 1895, the committee reported that Biddle 
Institute, having received a gift of $10,000 from Laura Cart-
er of Geneva, New York, proceeded to build Carter Hall (a 
residence hall), now the oldest building on the campus of 
Johnson C. Smith University. The structure was built en-
tirely by Black workmen under a Black contractor. Biddle 
students did most of the work and the professor who head-
ed the industrial department supervised the process of con-
struction. 
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3. For many years, the Presbyterian Freedmen’s 
Committee exercised almost total control over the Presbyte-
rian educational enterprise for Blacks in the South even 
though the initiative for starting schools often came from 
Blacks themselves. At the lower levels, practically every 
church congregation had a parochial school attached. 
Those schools were usually taught by the church pastor 
and his wife. Compensation for teaching provided ministers 
a supplement to a very meager salary. Monetary gain, how-
ever, was not a primary motivation for ministers’ taking up 
this work. On the contrary, the reports of the committee 
expressed concern for overwork at the expense of their 
health. The report of the Freedmen’s Committee to the 
PCUSA General Assembly in 1872 acknowledges this: 

Night schools are not required by our Committee. They are 
an outgrowth from the wants of the people, their anxiety to learn, 
and the sympathy of their teachers, and are usually an overtax 
upon the time and strength of the teacher, which we do not feel 
at liberty to encourage. (Minutes, PCUSA, 1872, p. 158) 

It was this missionary spirit of the teachers, com-
bined with the eagerness for learning by the students, that 
gave power to the work and stimulated rapid and sustained 
growth. These teachers combined with the educational task 
an evangelization mission: they made prayer, praise, scrip-
ture reading, and catechetical instruction a daily accompa-
niment of routine school exercises. 

As the educational enterprise flowered, it produced a 
network of primary schools that fed the preparatory 
schools, which, in turn, sent their graduates on to more ad-
vanced institutions, such as Scotia, Biddle, Mary Potter, 
Brainerd, Harbison, Ingleside, Mary Allen, Swift, etc. Biddle 
was, of course, the capstone of the Presbyterian Church in 
the U.S.A. structure. 

The United Presbyterian Church in North America 
(UPCNA) also had an educational structure at the top of 
which was Knoxville College, fed by a network of schools, 
such as Henderson Institute, Norfolk Mission College, 
Camden Academy, Wilcox Country Training School, Thyne 
Institute, Bluestone Academy, Prairie Mission School, Ar-
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lington Institute, and Canton Bend. The largest concentra-
tion of institutions was in Wilcox County, Alabama. 

The Presbyterian Church in the United States (PCUS) 
did not have as extensive a network of educational institu-
tions as its northern counterparts for a variety of reasons. 
At the close of the war, the southern economy was devas-
tated and monetary resources were less than abundant. 
More importantly, it required a greatly changed mind-set to 
foster education for a people whom southern state govern-
ments, only a few years before, had by legal statute, forbid-
den to learn to read and write, and who in the period follow-
ing Reconstruction were depicted in the most despicable 
terms. 

Furthermore, there was apathy and indifference, re-
marked upon frequently by the Committee on Colored 
Evangelization. In spite of these drawbacks, southern Pres-
byterians did establish a few schools. The centerpiece was 
always the Tuscaloosa Institute (later Stillman Institute) for 
the training of Black ministers. The work there became al-
most synonymous with the southern church’s program for 
the evangelization of Blacks. The Committee on Colored 
Evangelization was headquartered at Tuscaloosa, and fre-
quently the head of the committee and the superintendent 
of the Tuscaloosa Institute were one and the same person. 

There were a few other educational institutions 
maintained for some time by the southern church. Except 
for tantalizing brief references, there is little documentation 
of their existence and accomplishments. Their scattered lo-
cations did not provide the kind of network feeding into 
Stillman as existed for Biddle and Knoxville. 

The southern Presbyterian schools began as local in-
dividual efforts that were later taken over by the General 
Assembly. Ferguson-Williams Industrial College at Abbe-
ville, South Carolina, was taken over by the General As-
sembly in 1903. It was prosperous at one time, but inade-
quate support and deteriorating equipment brought about 
its liquidation in 1920. 
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The North Wilkesboro Industrial Institute in North 
Wilkesboro, North Carolina, a parochial school under the 
jurisdiction of the Synod of North Carolina, was transferred 
to the General Assembly in 1900. Another parochial school, 
J. H. Alexander Academy at Vicksburg, Mississippi, began 
to receive aid from the Committee on Colored Evangeliza-
tion in 1901. Other parochial schools, such as the ones at 
Texarkana, Texas; Selma, Alabama; Montgomery, North 
Carolina; Milton, North Carolina; Thomasville, Georgia; and 
Florence, South Carolina, were maintained at the initiative 
of local pastors. Six of these were still operating in 1933. 

It must be concluded that the southern Presbyterian 
church did not give preeminence to educating freed Black 
people. Even support of Stillman languished at times, and, 
at one time, it barely escaped closure. Eventually, Stillman, 
having dropped its theological program, developed into a 
highly respected liberal arts college. 

One factor of significance must not be passed over: 
the overwhelming majority of the teachers in the freedmen 
schools of the northern Presbyterian church were women. 
Some of the schools were founded or headed by women. 
Lucy Laney, a Black woman, founded and presided over 
Haines Institute before Daniel J. Sanders was elevated to 
the presidency of Biddle. Samantha Neil, a White Pennsyl-
vania widow started the parochial schools around Amelia, 
Virginia, as well as Ingleside, a “normal” school for women. 
Most of those whom she called on to help were women. 

Recognizing the importance of educating women, the 
board and other leaders had the wisdom to establish 
schools for them. At the time that Alexander, Willis, and 
Murkland were laying the foundations of Biddle (1867), 
Luke Dorland began an educational institution for women 
at Concord, North Carolina, which became Scotia Semi-
nary. Scotia Seminary (later merged with Barber College to 
become Barber-Scotia College) became recognized as a 
leader in the field of education for women. Lucy Laney’s 
Haines Institute and Ingleside Seminary were other schools 
that distinguished themselves in the education of women. 
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This leads to another important concern in the edu-
cation of men and women of color. What kind of education 
should they be offered? Several concerns and assumptions 
are intertwined in the answer to this question and, conse-
quently, in the shaping of curriculum. The advanced insti-
tutions, as noted previously, were founded with primary 
emphasis on preparing ministers and teachers. As time 
passed and the educational aims of these institutions broa-
dened, the overall economic needs of the African American 
population began to occupy a more important place in edu-
cational philosophy. Some in the Freedmen’s Committee, 
and one must assume in the church at large, began to em-
phasize the importance of industrial and vocational educa-
tion for African Americans and sought to give it more weight 
alongside the classical curriculum. Some even suggested 
that industrial education should have the preeminent place. 
This is quite apparent from the frequency with which in-
dustrial education is mentioned in the committee’s reports. 
The 1889 report speaks of the Board of Missions for Freed-
men as having made the industrial curriculum a special 
feature of education for several years past. The secretary 
reported that at Biddle, instruction was given in carpentry, 
bricklaying, plumbing, typesetting, etc. The superintendent 
was able, with student labor, to complete a plumbing job at 
Scotia Seminary for less than half of the lowest bid.116 The 
Home Mission Monthly, published in the second decade of 
the 1900s, featured many pictures of students cooking, 
gardening, sewing, making furniture, farming, cotton-
picking, etc., at the Freedmen’s Committee supported insti-
tutions. 

Obviously, there was a genuine concern for the type 
of education that would enable graduates to earn a living. 
In the years immediately following the collapse of Recon-
struction, large numbers of Blacks migrated northward and 
westward to escape the oppressive conditions of labor on 
southern farms. Some saw industrial education as essential 
to solving the problem of Black economic emancipation. But 
there was also a subtle suggestion that African Americans 
were perhaps not fitted for and ought not to aspire to clas-
sical education. This attitude, firmly established among 
White Southerners seems gradually to have pervaded the 
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mentality of northern missionaries and Board of Freedmen 
administrators as well. It certainly was given a fillip by 
Booker T. Washington’s famous address at the Atlanta Ex-
position in 1895, a speech designed to reassure Whites. It 
preached to Blacks a sermon of moral righteousness, thrift, 
and hard work: 

Ignorant and inexperienced, it is not strange that in the first 
years of our new life we began at the top instead of at the bot-
tom; that a seat in Congress or the state legislature was more 
sought than real estate or industrial skill; that the political con-
vention or stump speaking had more attraction than starting a 
dairy or truck garden. ... Our greatest danger is that in the great 
leap from slavery to freedom we may overlook the fact that the 
masses of us are to live by the production of our hands, and fail 
to keep in mind that we shall prosper in proportion as we learn 
to dignify and glorify common labor and put brains and skill into 
the common occupations of life, ... No race can prosper till it 
learns that there is as much dignity in tilling a field as in writing 
a poem. It is at the bottom of life we must begin, and not the 
top.117 

This doctrine of “prove yourself” was made doubly 
palatable to Whites by Washington’s urging that Blacks 
seek friendly relations with Whites even at the sacrifice of 
their own human rights. 

The wisest among my race understood that the agitation of 
questions of social equality is the extremist folly, and that 
progress in the enjoyment of all the privileges that will come to 
us must be the result of severe and constant struggle rather 
than of artificial forcing. ... It is important and right that all privi-
leges of the law be ours, but it is vastly more important that we 
be prepared for the exercises of these privileges. The opportunity 
to earn a dollar in a factory just now is worth infinitely more 
than the opportunity to spend a dollar in an opera-house.118 

This speech won instant acclaim and financial sup-
port for Washington, and White America elected him the 
leader and spokesman for Black America. Dissent was not 
long in coming, most cogently in the writings and speeches 
of W. E. B. Dubois, a professor of sociology at Atlanta Uni-
versity. Sarcastically, he wrote: “Earn a living, get rich, and 
all these things shall be added unto you. Moreover, conci-
liate your neighbors, because they are more powerful and 
wealthier, and the price you must pay to earn a living in 
America is that of humiliation and inferiority.”119 
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Echoes of the debate about proper education for 
Blacks were heard in the reports of heads of institutions, 
notably Lincoln University and Biddle Institute. In 1893, D. 
J. Sanders, two years into his presidency of Biddle Insti-
tute, in making his report of the theological seminary to 
General Assembly, writes: 

The Presbyterian church, through this institution, has ad-
vanced beyond the settled question of the capacity of the Afro-
American mind to grapple successfully with the intricacies and 
subtle problems of classical and scientific learning, towards the 
solution of that other question, namely [the] fitness for control-
ling the destinies of a great centre of Christian higher education. 
Thus far only the seal of divine approval is visible, and the re-
sults have been such as should encourage the Church in her ef-
forts, under God, to lead this people upward to the plane of 
highest Christian development.120 

Sander’s tempered language only partially conceals 
the frustration that Blacks have felt at having repeatedly to 
prove their intellectual competence. 

4. While the schools served as evangelistic centers, 
drawing members into the Presbyterian church, they also 
educated many non-Presbyterians who remained members 
of their own denominations. That is to say, there was rec-
ognition that the social condition of Blacks, quite aside 
from any religious objectives demanded education. Roberta 
C. Barr, writing on “The Educational Problems,” described 
the inequities Blacks faced in the South around 1912 and 
protested: “It is not fair, it is not humane, it is not Christian 
to permit these conditions.”121 It also acknowledged that the 
civil governments for several decades did not provide for 
public education for Blacks at all and then not on anything 
approaching equality with Whites. So for many decades, in 
many communities, the Presbyterian schools carried the 
main burden for the education of Blacks. This they did with 
pride and distinction. 

In the depression of the 1890s, the board was forced 
to cut back on the funding of these schools and in the 
Great Depression of the 1930s many more succumbed. To-
day six of the institutions of the three streams of the Pres-
byterian Church (U.S.A.) survive: Biddle (as Johnson C. 
Smith), Barber-Scotia College, Mary Holmes College, Knox-
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ville College, and Stillman College. Finally, when assessing 
the development of the young Presbyterian churches and 
governing bodies during the first fifty years of freedom, it is 
clear that the strong emphasis on education produced both 
strengths and weaknesses. The Presbyterian emphasis on 
education for its ministry and for an “intelligent” faith re-
sponse by the congregation was important in the prepara-
tion of social and civic leadership in the Black community. 
And while it tended to restrain the emotional content of 
Black worship, it offered Black people the skills needed for 
coping with a White-dominated world and operating the go-
verning structures of the Presbyterian system. 

The weakness of the strong educational emphasis 
was its lack of structural relationship to the Black govern-
ing bodies. The schools became the showcase of the work of 
the Freedmen’s Board. While the work of pastors and mis-
sionaries and the growth of churches are regularly cited in 
the board’s report, seldom is there a mention of presbyte-
ries and synods and their role in building the church. The 
truth is that control of funds was almost entirely in the 
hands of the Freedmen’s Board, and control of the finances 
bred a kind of paternalism that would afflict relations be-
tween the national church boards and the Black governing 
bodies in the future. 

Nevertheless, these educational institutions served 
as bulwarks of all-Black presbyteries and synods. They pro-
vided training for the leadership of these bodies and in-
itiated students into the worship, theology, hymnology, and 
style of Presbyterianism. And while some may see the latter 
as a mixed blessing, others have been attracted by its digni-
ty and order. 

Moreover, these educational institutions served as 
places of meetings for governing bodies, especially presbyte-
ries, as well as locations for governing body training and 
development experiences, i.e., summer conferences for 
youth, workers’ conferences, etc. In an era when segrega-
tion and poverty closed the doors of public accommodations 
to Blacks, these institutions offered hospitality and stu-
dents received firsthand acquaintance with the functioning 
of church judicatories and programs. 
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The ambiguity of the national Presbyterian church 
bodies is manifested in their noble efforts to facilitate the 
rise of African Americans from the degraded conditions of 
slavery to conditions and positions of equality in society, 
while clinging to ideas which denied that equality. None 
knew better than Daniel J. Sanders, who had won his way 
to the top by successfully fulfilling several positions of re-
sponsibility only to see his leadership rejected by several 
Whites on the Biddle faculty. 

This momentous change came about at the urging of 
the Synods of Catawba and Atlantic who felt they should be 
recognized in the reorganization. The board of trustees, re-
cognizing that Biddle had been founded with the express 
purpose of raising up such leadership, could hardly ignore 
their urging. There were already ample precedents for ele-
vating qualified Black persons to leadership. A number of 
the Black men and women were already giving acceptable 
leadership to several of the Presbyterian schools. 

The dominant role that Black leaders of educational 
institutions played in the courts of the church should also 
be noted. It was the yoking of education and evangelism 
that thrust these leaders, mostly clergymen, to the fore. 
Daniel J. Sanders, Henry Lawrence McCrorey, George Wal-
do Long, Herman S. Davis, William Metz, and many others 
provided leadership in the presbyteries and synods. Several 
held the position of stated clerk in these bodies for long pe-
riods. 

Catawba Synod responded to the election of Sanders 
to the Biddle presidency with enthusiasm: 

Therefore be it resolved that the Synod unanimously ap-
proves the action of the Board of Trustees and the Freedmen’s 
Board in appointing Dr. Sanders as President and his associates 
at Biddle University and we pledge to the management and facul-
ty our cordial support. (Minutes, Synod of Catawba, 1891, p. 
125) 

The boldness of this move may be judged by the fact 
that Lincoln University, located in the north, did not get its 
first Black professor until 1932. 
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Sanders’ rise to the presidency of Biddle, which he 
held for sixteen years, is a familiar story. Born into slavery 
on February 15, 1847, in Winnsboro, South Carolina, he 
was taught the cobbler’s trade at nine. At the end of a five-
year apprenticeship, his master began to collect pay for his 
services. Sanders taught himself to read and spell, using 
signs, advertisements, and anything that came into his 
hands. He began to learn to spell from a little book called 
Crown of Thorns, which came into his possession. Later, 
Sanders secured a battered copy of the Blue Back Speller. 
By the time of Emancipation, he could spell and read some. 

In March 1866, when Sanders was nineteen, in the 
predawn hours he slipped away from his home in Winnsbo-
ro and traveled to Chester, South Carolina, where he found 
work and a tutor. Later he entered Brainerd Institute, a 
Presbyterian school in Chester, and while studying prac-
ticed his trade and prepared to enter a theological semi-
nary. Licensed by Fairfield Presbytery in 1870, Sanders en-
tered Western Theological Seminary the next year. Graduat-
ing with honors in Hebrew and Sanskrit in 1874, he went to 
pastor the Chestnut Street Presbyterian Church in Wil-
mington, North Carolina. As a pastor in Wilmington, Sand-
ers began publication of a religious newspaper, Africo-
American Presbyterian, which he took with him to Biddle. 
The paper, adopted as the official organ of Catawba Synod, 
continued to be published for fifty-nine years (1879–1938). 

It is on the one hand surprising, but on the other 
hand a wonderful confirmation of the Spirit working 
through the community of freedmen and freedwomen in the 
Presbyterian church that the prophets and prophetesses 
are linked in an unbroken succession of leadership. Henry 
Lawrence McCrorey also came out of Winnsboro, South 
Carolina, to succeed to the presidency of Biddle Institute 
upon the death of Daniel J. Sanders in 1907. It seems that 
McCrorey had been preparing for that calling all his life. He 
was described as “tall and erect in appearance, straight as 
a die in character, active and alert.” McCrorey was to take 
his alma mater to new heights of prominence. Yet his early 
beginnings gave no hint of promise of his leadership. 
McCrorey’s own account of his early life clearly shows this: 
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My stepfather was entirely illiterate; my mother could neither 
read nor write, but could spell as far as “baker” in Webster’s 
blue-black speller. She had been taught the child’s catechism 
and a few hymns, by her owners, who were Presbyterians, and 
these she taught us. The family library consisted of the blue-
back speller, an almanac and a Bible. The Bible, of course, could 
only be looked at and reverenced as the mysterious book of God. 

I attended school about one month a year from the age of ten 
to sixteen. The first money I ever possessed was fifty cents which 
I spent for an arithmetic, and studied during the next six years, 
mostly at night, after a hard day’s work, without a teacher, with 
a poor light and scarcely elbow room, for there were twelve of us 
around one fireside, father, mother and ten children.122 

McCrorey was already twenty-three when he entered 
the Preparatory Department at Biddle. He graduated from 
the college department in 1892 and the theological semi-
nary in 1895. He was employed at Biddle and served twelve 
years under his predecessor. As someone remarked: “He 
has gone through Biddle twice from the bottom up, once as 
a student and then as a teacher.” 

It was under McCrorey’s forty-year administration 
that the school received generous gifts from the Carnegie 
Fund, Mrs. Johnson C. Smith (the name of the school was 
changed to Johnson C. Smith University in 1923 in honor 
of her husband), and the Duke Endowment. The Carnegie 
gift of $12,500 for the erection of a library building was giv-
en on condition that a matching amount be raised from 
other sources. The matching amount plus $2,500 was 
raised mostly among Black Presbyterians in the South. 
Some years later the chime clock in the tower of Biddle Hall 
was paid for mostly by subscriptions from Black Presbyte-
rians in the South and by money raised through the col-
umns of the Africo-American Presbyterian. 

H. L. McCrorey met his wife while she was on the fa-
culty of Haines Institute in Augusta, Georgia, where she 
served as assistant principal to Lucy Laney. Mrs. McCrorey 
was a leader in her own right She was prominent in in-
terracial conferences and the Young Women’s Christian As-
sociation (YWCA). She was described by some people as a 
woman of retiring disposition, but strong, cultured, and 
consecrated. No one would disagree with the strong, cul-
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tured, and consecrated, but students and faculty at John-
son C. Smith University who knew Mrs. McCrorey in her 
later years would hardly have described her as retiring. She 
was a strong, almost dominating force on the campus until 
her death in a tragic fire in 1943. 

Lucy C. Laney was the daughter of David Laney, one 
of the three Black founders of Knox Presbytery. Miss Laney 
was born a slave in Macon, Georgia. Her mother was a maid 
in the home of the Campbell family, but they permitted her 
parents to live together in a home of their own. Lucy re-
ceived some education, including the study of Latin, from 
members of the Campbell family. She studied at Atlanta 
University and after her graduation in 1873, taught in 
schools for African American children in Georgia and South 
Carolina. Because of ill health, she left her job in Savannah 
and returned to Augusta. In 1883, she launched her own 
school in the basement of the Christ Presbyterian Church 
of Augusta, but later moved it to an old house. Encouraged 
by R. H. Allen to present her work to the General Assembly, 
she later gained support for her school. 

Lucy Laney was an educational pioneer. She estab-
lished the first kindergarten in Augusta and the first train-
ing course for nurses in the region.123 She was the first 
Black woman ever appointed by the Freedmen’s Board to 
head a major educational institution. Laney was a success-
ful and innovative administrator and an eloquent spokes-
person for her people. Such major institutions as Lincoln 
University, Atlanta University, South Carolina State Col-
lege, and Howard University bestowed upon her honorary 
degrees. Mary McCleod Bethune, a graduate of Scotia Se-
minary who began her teaching career under Laney, 
founded her own school and became a national spokesper-
son for African Americans. 

The stories are legion—of Black Presbyterian men 
and women laboring in the most unlikely circumstances 
and discovering and sending up young men and women to 
serve as servant-leaders where need was overwhelming. 

In 1887, when Allen A. Jones and his wife Mary 
went to McConellsville, South Carolina, they could not 
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have imagined the extent to which their work would im-
pact the growth and quality of Presbyterian work, which 
was less than a quarter of a century old. 

Allen Jones was born a slave and ran away when 
General William T. Sherman passed through Macon, Geor-
gia. Later, when Jones returned, he was taken under the 
care of David Laney, Lucy’s father. Allen Jones became 
known as the “Father of Presbyterianism” in Georgia.124 

Early on, Mary helped at a school for Black children 
in Spartanburg. Beginning in 1889, she was employed by 
the Freedmen’s Board and later by the Board of National 
Missions, where she served until 1929. She helped promote 
the Bible school movement and was a familiar presence at 
the Schools of Methods and the Workers Conferences. She 
is especially remembered for her efforts to persuade Black 
women’s associations to be in mission rather than objects 
of mission. She encouraged them, in spite of their meager 
means, to support worldwide mission financially and pro-
grammatically. Children of the Joneses (J. T. “Joe” Jones, 
Minnie Jones George) and grandchildren of the Joneses 
(Bryant George, Eugene Adair, and Joseph Adair) have con-
tinued the family’s contribution to the work of the Presbyte-
rian church in the south and nationally. 

One of those upon whom the Joneses laid hands was 
George Waldo Long, whose name is synonymous with the 
emergence of Coulter Academy as a major Presbyterian 
educational institution. It was Mary Jones who got Long in-
to school. Son of a Baptist deacon, Long’s “heresy” of at-
tending a Presbyterian school caused the demotion of his 
father from the deaconship. Long, who graduated from 
Brainerd Institute in Chester, South Carolina, and Johnson 
C. Smith University (college in 1905 and seminary in 1908) 
found the school in Cheraw, South Carolina, in a ram-
shackle condition. When he arrived in 1908, fresh out of 
seminary, there was hardly a pane in any window. That 
same year he met and married Lillian Bull, a teacher at Be-
thune-Cookman College, the school founded by Mary 
McCleod Bethune. 
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When John M. Gaston made a visit to the Cheraw 
field shortly after Long’s arrival, his clear intent was to 
close the school. Long begged for a chance to try to build up 
the institution. His request was granted and Coulter even-
tually became one of the outstanding institutions of the re-
gion. By the mid-twenties it had achieved high school sta-
tus and by 1933, it had become a junior college with a 
teacher training program. The story of the growth of Coulter 
and its facilities, for which a substantial portion of the 
funds were raised by local Black citizens, is typical of the 
effort and industry of Black Presbyterians during that pe-
riod. 

By the late 1920s, Coulter had established two “mis-
sion” schools in the county. Both were one-teacher day 
schools serving communities without any educational facili-
ties. Coulter was crucial in fulfilling the educational needs 
of African American youth in the Pee Dee area because the 
state was not adequately fulfilling its educational responsi-
bilities to its African American citizens. Even as late as 
1944, when Henry L. Marshall, a layman on the Coulter 
staff, took over leadership because of the sudden death of 
Long, Coulter was the only high school and junior college 
for African American boys and girls in Chesterfield Coun-
ty.125 

The roll of Black leaders of educational institutions is 
too long to be written here. What is apparent is the exis-
tence of a close-knit fellowship of struggling people willing 
to sacrifice personal gain for the advancement of the com-
munity. Parents brought their daughters and sons to school 
and were seldom turned away, even when their funds were 
insufficient to pay the meager fees or even if they had only 
farm produce to offer. 

The educational institutions regularly reported their 
work to the synods and presbyteries in which they were lo-
cated. These synods and presbyteries claimed them as their 
own even though the schools’ main financial support and 
control was with the Freedmen’s Committee. The synods 
and presbyteries recognized the importance of the educa-
tional institutions to the church and to the governing struc-
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tures. The Synod of Atlantic observed in 1880: “The Church 
and School [are] planted side by side. Both are essential to 
the success of the work” (Minutes, Synod of Atlantic, 1880, 
p. 11). The Synod of Catawba in 1890 agreed: “... hence the 
planting of parochial schools was an absolute necessity, 
and [a] blessed, generous result. ... Nay, we might almost 
say that the Christian school precedes the church” (Mi-
nutes, Synod of Catawba, 1890, 98). And in 1913, the Syn-
od of East Tennessee (later Synod of the Blue Ridge) con-
curred: “In the Presbyterian Church the school house goes 
along with the church” (Minutes, Synod of East Tennessee, 
1913, p. 40). 

Given the historic circumstances, the lack of re-
sources, the hostile climate, and the ambivalent attitude of 
the government and the Presbyterian church at large, the 
prospect of a people lifting themselves from poverty and 
peonage was dim. Were it not for the demonstrated willing-
ness and enormous personal sacrifice of women and men 
who had achieved some education to help in any and every 
way toward the advancement of their own people, the story 
we write today would be very different. 

President William Howard Taft, on a visit to Haines 
Institute in 1910, paid a tribute to Lucy Laney, which could 
be applied to hundreds of Black Presbyterian pastors, 
teachers, and missionaries who are less famous. Taft said, 
in part: 

... the construction of a great institute like this is not the 
work of a day nor accomplished by one act of generosity; it 
means a continuous life of hard, disinterested work of unselfish-
ness, of tact, of patience, of willingness to submit at times to 
humiliating failure, and of confidence in the aid of God in the ul-
timate result; and therefore, I shall go out of this meeting, ... I 
shall carry in my memory only the figure of that woman who has 
been able to create all this. She must, even in her moments of 
trial and tribulation, derive immense joy from looking back over 
what she has accomplished, and when she meets those whom 
she has sent forth to do the missionary work that they are 
taught to do, intense satisfaction.126 
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Church Growth 

Despite the Freedman’s Committee’s almost chronic 
complaint that funds allocated were insufficient to achieve 
their ends and the evident frustration at not being able to 
move vigorously into areas of Mississippi, Alabama, Louisi-
ana, and Texas with their large populations of Blacks, the 
growth of the Presbyterian Church in the United States of 
America among African Americans, in the fifty years follow-
ing the establishment of the Committee for Mission for Co-
lored People, was impressive. From 1877 through 1905, the 
period in which there were only two Black synods, there 
was a steady and strong growth in ministers, churches, 
communicant members, and Sunday school scholars. By 
the end of that period, 220 ministers, 366 churches, and 
some 22,189 communicant members were on the roll. The 
Sunday schools enrolled nearly as many scholars as the 
churches had communicant members, which suggests the 
important role that institution played in the life of the 
church and the community. By 1907, the number of Black 
presbyteries had increased to fifteen and the number of 
Black synods had increased to four. 

Even the periodic economic recessions seemed not to 
slow significantly the advance of the churches and schools. 
Not only was there steady growth in the two established 
synods, but new work was beginning to open as early as 
1889 in states to the west, such as Arkansas, Oklahoma, 
and parts of Texas and Tennessee. 

The field secretary for the Board of Missions, H. N. 
Payne, had decried the fact that for lack of money the board 
had no ministers engaged in preaching nor any church in 
Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana, or Texas. By 1892, how-
ever, Mary Holmes Seminary opened in Jackson, Mississip-
pi (later shifting to West Point). By 1940, the high school 
department of Mary Holmes was one of only four high 
schools available to Blacks in the entire state of Mississippi 
that was accredited by the Southern Association of Colleges 
and Secondary Schools. 

All three branches of Presbyterianism had work in 
Alabama. Though the educational work is best documented, 
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churches were also founded. For as we have seen in the 
Presbyterian tradition, churches and schools went hand in 
hand. For the Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A. (PCUSA), 
the main project was Barber Memorial College at Anniston, 
Alabama. The United Presbyterian Church in North Ameri-
ca (UPCNA) conducted five day and boarding schools that 
continued work, with state cooperation, until 1950. The 
PCUSA congregations were organized into the Presbytery of 
Birmingham. The UPCNA churches belonged to the Presby-
tery of Tennessee. The Presbyterian Church in the U.S. 
(PCUS) had one of its strongest Black governing bodies in 
the Central Alabama Presbytery. 

The PCUSA work in Tennessee, Alabama, and Missis-
sippi was organized into Rogersville, Birmingham, and La-
Vere Presbyteries. These three presbyteries were formed in-
to the Synod of East Tennessee in 1907. Although the syn-
od territories included a part of the state of Louisiana, no 
Presbyterian educational institutions were established 
there. The PCUS Presbytery of Ethel in Mississippi was one 
of its most populous presbyteries. 

The Board of Missions for Freedmen (PCUSA) used 
the general term “missionaries” to designate its workers 
sent to serve among the emancipated African Americans in 
the South. The term included ordained ministers, licen-
tiates, catechists, and teachers, male and female. While the 
board was generally responsible for making decisions about 
expansion of the work, fund-raising, and the recruiting and 
appointing of these missionaries, it employed a field secre-
tary as a kind of on-the-site overseer. H. N. Payne, the first 
field secretary, notes that there had been opposition to the 
imposition of such a position on the regular Presbyterian 
structure of the work: 

… it has been very gratifying to find an increasing sympathy 
with, and appreciation of the work to which I have been ap-
pointed, together with a growing consciousness of its necessity. 
Men who strongly opposed the appointment of a Field Secretary, 
and who since have sought the abolition of the office, have be-
come convinced of their mistake, and have sought my sympathy 
and aid in the wearying and wearing work they are called to 
do.127 
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Who were those opposed to the office? Payne does 
not give us a clear clue, but from his reference to the “wea-
rying and wearing work they are called to do” it appears 
that the opposition was coming from those he oversaw. 

One of the objections to the position probably was 
connected to personal antipathy to Payne, who had ac-
cepted the southern insistence on the necessary separation 
of the races and used his influence to convince the North to 
accept the southern pattern. His attitude was a wearying 
mixture of racial bigotry on the one hand and condescen-
sion on the other.128 

Perhaps the opposition came from the ministers and 
workers in the field who saw the field secretaryship as an 
undercutting of the responsibility and authority of presby-
teries and synods. In any case, the arrangement had un-
pleasant parallels with the plantation slavery system. Pos-
sibly, the aforementioned situation was the forerunner of a 
system to which Catawba objected sixty years later when 
the Board of National Missions decided to continue the Unit 
of Work with Colored People in 1952. 

The field secretary traveled widely, attended meetings 
of synods and presbyteries, spoke frequently in local con-
gregations and schools, and visited with missionaries and 
counseled them. While Payne thought that he contributed 
to the work and could secure the sympathy and interest of 
the larger church, it is not hard to see how a kind of pater-
nalism is implied in the position. Normally, these responsi-
bilities devolve upon governing bodies. 

Payne admits as much when reporting the organizing 
of the Presbytery of Southern Virginia the year before with 
six ministers and eleven churches. Though most of these 
churches had been in existence for some time, they needed 
greatly the 

... quickening, encouraging, strengthening influence of real 
Presbyterial association. Already the churches are feeling this 
helpful influence. Unity of plan, concert of action, pleasant per-
sonal association between ministers and elders, and a growing 
feeling of love and loyalty to the great church of which they are 
now more consciously a part, are the outgrowth of the wise ac-
tion of the Assembly.129 
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Payne is writing just after the division of the Atlantic 
Synod into Catawba and Atlantic Synods. The organization 
and oversight of the synods and the shepherding of the 
presbyteries obviously had a positive effect on church 
growth and extension. 

In the same section of his report, Payne refers to the 
quickening activity in church extension in eastern North 
Carolina despite the lack of adequate finances. This is the 
area of the Cape Fear Presbytery that was organized in 
1886. These positive comments about the state of the 
churches in that area indicate the effectiveness of that 
presbytery in fulfilling its responsibilities. 

Missionaries 

The early system of church building was based on 
the work of missionary ministers and laypersons who fre-
quently served several mission points or congregations. A 
few notable examples will suffice to show how the system 
worked. Edisto Island, off the South Carolina coast at Char-
leston, had been a place where slaves were corralled to 
await the auction block in Charleston. Here, two pioneers, 
Paul Campbell and Ishmael S. Moultrie, evangelized Blacks 
and organized churches on the island. Campbell and Moul-
trie were men of sharply contrasting appearance and bear-
ing. Campbell had been a house slave in Virginia. Fair 
complexioned, well-dressed, literate, cultured in speech, 
and polished in manner, he had been teaching and preach-
ing to his people on the island. Moultrie, who came to the 
presbytery seeking ordination, was described as “a jet 
black, full-blooded Negro, broad-shouldered, heavyset and 
speaking a jargon that was hard to understand.”130 He 
demonstrated his leadership ability, however, by guiding a 
band of slaves through swampland on a 150-mile journey 
from where they had been deserted back to their island 
home. After hearing both men preach, Atlantic Presbytery 
licensed Campbell and ordained Moultrie. During the first 
meeting of Atlantic Presbytery, Campbell requested that the 
churches he had organized be received into the Presbytery 
of Atlantic; this was done.131 



DEVELOPMENT, REFINEMENT, AND INTEGRATION 

93 

One of those who followed in their train was William 
Lee Metz, who took up work on Edisto in 1918. “Uncle Bil-
ly,” as he came to be affectionately known, was described as 
“a warm humanitarian, scholarly without sophistication, 
keen intellectually, wise and witty, courageous and unafra-
id.”132 Although his particular assignment was the church 
and Larimer High School, he and Mrs. Metz ministered to 
the people of the Edisto Island community in myriad ways. 
His articles, published in the Africo-American Presbyterian 
under the title of “Blazers and Chips,” have preserved for us 
valuable segments of the history of the period in which he 
labored (1918–46). 

In the history of the Black governing bodies, the po-
sition of Sunday school missionary developed into one of 
some importance. Many of the Black churches were located 
in rural areas. In fact, in the period between Emancipation 
and the first World War, the Black population was over-
whelmingly rural and poor. Many were small and unable to 
sustain a pastor full-time. Typically, pastors served several 
fields, which meant that rural congregations might have 
preaching services as infrequently as one Sunday in a 
month. The itinerant Sunday school missionary, in many 
cases unordained, helped to fill the pastoral gap. He tra-
veled by train, walked long distances, and attempted to 
teach methods of Christian education as he distributed lite-
rature to Sunday school teachers and parents. 

In southern Virginia in the 1930s and 40s, S. L. 
Young labored unheralded. He lived in Petersburg, but cov-
ered all of Southern Virginia Presbytery, which included 
most of the state of Virginia. He was followed in Southern 
Virginia Presbytery by Rutherford B. West, who operated in 
much the same fashion. For many years the latter did not 
own a car, but traveled to outlying areas by train and bus. 
West also walked many miles carrying his bag of literature 
to rural points. 

In South Carolina, J. T. “Joe” Jones, following in the 
footsteps of his mother and father, served as Sunday school 
missionary and later rose to the position of supervisor of 
Sunday School Missions and Mobile Ministries in the Syn-
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ods of Atlantic and Catawba. Eventually, he served as pres-
ident and board member of several national organizations 
and committees. Jones was a familiar and vital presence at 
youth and adult conferences and meetings. Blessed with a 
beautiful tenor voice and a broad knowledge of sacred mu-
sic, he was much in demand as a leader of singing in meet-
ings at all judicatory levels, both in the South and national-
ly. The foundation of his career was his work as Sunday 
school missionary. 

Abraham Prince served as a pastor and later as an 
evangelist. A dynamic speaker, he was also in demand as a 
leader at conferences and other meetings. His work as a 
missionary very naturally involved him in evangelism. Some 
estimation of the value that the Black governing bodies 
placed upon the Sunday school missionaries can be made 
from the Synod of Atlantic’s “unqualified and enthusiastic 
endorsement” in its 1915 meeting of its Sunday school mis-
sionaries: G. T. Pollard, superintendent; A. B. McCoy; E. C. 
Hames, Hodge Presbytery; W. L. Metz, McClelland Pres-
bytery; and W. T. Frasier, Atlantic Presbytery. Albert B. 
McCoy had begun his work as district Sabbath school mis-
sionary in the Synod of East Tennessee in 1913. 

The Sunday school was an important element in the 
growth of Black Presbyterian churches in the South. In 
small congregations, especially in rural areas, where 
preaching services could not be held every week, Sunday 
school was usually conducted. The weekly Sunday school 
provided a regular opportunity for Bible study and a degree 
of worship, which, as much as preaching services, kept the 
congregations together and prepared younger people for 
participating roles in the church. 

The statistics show that until 1950 Sunday school 
enrollment generally equaled or surpassed the communi-
cant membership of the church.133 A factor in this numeri-
cal strength in some locations was the attendance of non-
Presbyterians and large families. In many cases, other de-
nominations did not have the Sunday School tradition and 
so on Sundays, when regular preaching services were not 
held in their churches, they were glad to send their children 
to the Presbyterian Sunday school. 
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The keen interest of Black presbyteries and synods 
made the Black Presbyterian Sunday school the acknowl-
edged leader among Black denominational groups.134 A part 
of the reason for this was its use as a tool of evangelism. In 
the early 1900s, presbyteries and synods avidly promoted 
Decision Day in the Sunday schools. This was an occasion 
to awaken youth to commitment to Christ and personal spi-
ritual growth and to encourage Sunday school scholars to 
make decisions for church membership. 

Of course, Sunday school not only enrolled the 
young. From the early days, adults and elders were also a 
part of its constituency. As the denomination developed its 
literature, the Sunday school became a source of Bible 
study and lay theology. 

Mission Strategy and Structure 

As early as the second decade of their existence, 
Black judicatories were apprehensive about being ghet-
toized, that is being placed in a special category in relation 
to the structures and operation of the church. Yadkin Pres-
bytery, meeting in April 1885, unanimously overtured the 
General Assembly for the dissolution of the Board of 
Freedmen and the distribution of institutions under its care 
to other boards of the church. Specifically, the presbytery 
called for the transfer of churches and parochial schools to 
the Board of Home Mission and the higher grade educa-
tional institutions to the Board of Colleges and Academies. 
The import of the overture was to seek normal and usual 
avenues of operation and governance. 

The presbytery offered six reasons for the requested 
change: (1) the current plan tended to perpetuate the color 
line; (2) the two boards were prepared to extend their op-
erations to the southern field without changing the plan of 
work; (3) the church at large did not support the Board of 
Freedmen; (4) there had been little progress in the last ten 
years under the current system; (5) the policy of keeping 
the higher grade schools dependent on the Board of 
Freedmen placed a drain on its resources as these institu-
tions’ expenses increased and, thereby, decreased support 
for the lower schools; and (6) the Board of Freedmen had 



ALL-BLACK GOVERNING BODIES 

96 

not carried out the General Assembly’s instructions to aid 
the ministers and open new fields.135 

The organization of the mission to the freedmen and 
freedwomen had been a point of contention from the begin-
ning. Although the church had judged that a separate 
board was needed as a temporary expedient, many recog-
nized that eventually a distribution of the work, such as 
Yadkin Presbytery proposed, made sense. Such a restruc-
turing eventually came in 1923 when the Board of Freed-
men was dissolved as an independent entity and its work 
was placed under the Board of National Missions. As the 
Division of Mission for Colored People, it retained its identi-
ty as a distinct department of the Board of National Mis-
sions under the direction of John Montgomery Gaston. Gas-
ton’s title was assistant secretary and assistant treasurer of 
the board, but he operated the Division of Mission for Co-
lored People with almost total independence. His adminis-
trative style was autocratic and he exercised absolute power 
over appointments and promotions. Gaston possessed a 
deep, powerful voice, and was often caricatured as “the 
Great White Father” who was always present to preside over 
occasions of importance. 

An interesting sidelight on the way in which Gaston 
was perceived comes out of Lincoln University history. 
When Lincoln’s president, John Ballard Rendall, died in 
September 1924, a search was begun for his successor. The 
search committee’s first nominee was John M. Gaston. 
There was an instant furious uproar from the Lincoln 
alumni. In his capacity as assistant secretary of National 
Missions with direct responsibility for the Division of Mis-
sions for Colored People, Gaston had employed a number of 
Lincoln men and they knew his style. The Lincoln Alumni 
Association adopted a resolution declaring: “that Dr. Gas-
ton was inclined to the Southern attitude of viewing the Ne-
gro question and that he was opposed to raising the educa-
tional standard of colored schools under [the] control of the 
Division of Missions for Colored People.”136 Gaston subse-
quently withdrew his name from consideration. 

John M. Gaston remained in his position as secre-
tary of the division for twenty-seven years. In 1938, he gave 
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up this position and became the secretary-treasurer of 
Johnson C. Smith University, Incorporated, with offices in 
Pittsburgh. Albert B. McCoy—a native of Cotton Plant, Ar-
kansas, and a graduate of Lincoln Seminary—succeeded 
Gaston as secretary of the Division of Work with Colored 
People. The slight word change signified a recognition of a 
need to move from paternalism to cooperation. McCoy, as 
the first Black to hold a General Assembly-level position in 
the church bureaucracy, did not significantly modify the 
style of operation. While not as ponderous as Gaston, he 
exercised power in much the same way. The fact that he 
controlled the budget that provided aid to fields only served 
to increase the inclination toward absolute power. So, while 
the title and the race of the administrator changed, the 
structure remained paternalistic. 

McCoy, however, had certain advantages that Gaston 
did not. He had “paid his dues,” having come up through 
the ranks. He had served as Sunday school missionary, di-
rector of Sunday school missionaries, and manager of the 
Presbyterian Bookstore of Auburn Avenue, Atlanta. Moreo-
ver, when McCoy became director of the unit, he sur-
rounded himself with able persons, that is, representatives 
in each of the synods: E. J. Gregg in Atlantic, Frank C. 
Shirley in Catawba, G. E. Cesar in Canadian, and J. B. 
Barber in Blue Ridge. By the reorganization of the boards of 
the church and the erection of the Board of National Mis-
sions, these representatives now held membership on the 
national staff. In addition, L. B. West was made the field 
representative for the four Black synods. As time went on, 
McCoy brought to the fore promising younger men to serve 
in these positions: Charles W. Talley in Atlantic and Her-
man L. Counts in Blue Ridge and Canadian. A veteran and 
able leader, Frank C. Shirley was named field representa-
tive for Catawba Synod. 

McCoy’s death in 1950 marked a turning point in 
structural arrangements for the southern fields. The Black 
governing bodies had long been restive under an arrange-
ment that they experienced as paternalistic, a feeling 
strengthened by the implication that Blacks in positions of 
leadership need careful supervision by Whites. Catawba 
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Synod, seizing upon the break occasioned by McCoy’s death 
in October 1950, presented to the Board of National Mis-
sions a resolution requesting the dissolution of the Division 
of Work with Colored People and the synod’s full integration 
into the life and work of the church without regard to race. 
Among other things, the resolution stated “that we must be 
ready after eighty-five years of more or less patronizing pa-
ternalistic nurture, to assume larger responsibilities in the 
support of the work of our churches and the total program 
of the Presbyterian Church as a whole.”137 In issuing its 
resolution, the synod referred to the 1946 action of the 
General Assembly declaring for a nonsegregated church in 
a nonsegregated society and the original intention of that 
body, in setting up a separate agency for work with freed-
men and freedwomen, that it should be temporary in cha-
racter. 

It further declared in its amplifying statement that “a 
comparison of the policy of administering National Missions 
work in the average White synod with the policy followed in 
the four Negro synods shows what a strangle hold paternal-
ism still has on the Negro work.”138 

Notwithstanding the case made by Catawba Synod in 
its resolution, the Board of National Missions on January 
30, 1951, sent a reply addressed to Lionel B. West, stated 
clerk of Catawba Synod, over the signature of H. N. Morse, 
general secretary, Board of National Missions, which read 
in part: 

I was directed to report to you that recommendations made 
to it by the Advisory Committee on Negro Work in the South to 
the effect that the Department of Work with Colored People be 
continued as an administrative unit, with an increased emphasis 
upon the responsibility for administration of the Synod’s Com-
mittee on National Missions, on the closer integration of all types 
of work within the bounds of these synods, and on the fuller uti-
lization of the various special resources of the Board’s organiza-
tion. On this basis, the Board elected Dr. Jesse B. Barber as Sec-
retary of the Department who accepted and began work January 
1, 1951. 

Catawba Synod, in its response to Morse’s letter, re-
jected the board’s appeal for its cooperation in a program un-
der Barber’s leadership. It pointed out that no constructive 



DEVELOPMENT, REFINEMENT, AND INTEGRATION 

99 

forward-looking program could be worked out without agree-
ment on basic policies. It saw nothing in the board’s commu-
nication that suggested it was prepared to move away from 
the discriminatory and segregated policy under which it was 
then carrying out the work with colored people. Further, while 
making clear that Barber himself was not an issue (only inso-
far as he projects himself into the issue), the synod pointed 
out that there had been no consultation with synod repre-
sentatives prior to his appointment and that the synod re-
ceived no official intelligence on the matter of Barber’s elec-
tion. Individual members of the synod learned the news 
through the November 1950 issue of Monday Morning. 

It was especially irritating that the board based its 
decision on the advice and counsel of the Advisory Commit-
tee on Negro Work, a group of men and women without ec-
clesiastical standing, but handpicked from within the 
bounds of the four Negro synods without the consultation 
or clearance of the synods in question. 

Eventually, Catawba Synod won its point. This was 
partly due to the sympathetic support of other boards and 
agencies of the church. On November 21, 1952, a repre-
sentative of the Board of National Missions sat down with 
representatives of Catawba Synod to work out the transfer 
of administrative responsibilities for National Missions into 
the hands of the synod. 

With one of the two strongest of the Black synods in 
revolt, Jesse B. Barber assumed office on January 1, 1951, 
under a difficult set of circumstances. He called together a 
meeting of representatives of all the synods and challenged 
those who would to get aboard and work toward a success-
ful future. 

A factor further complicating the relations between 
Barber and his constituency was his decision to discontinue 
the program of evangelism in the division and the conse-
quent dismissal of A. H. Prince, who had served the area for 
thirty-five years. Both Catawba and Atlantic Synods gave 
their endorsement to Prince and recommended that a pro-
gram of evangelism be administered under the Department 
of Evangelism of the national church. 
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None of the other synods followed immediately the 
example of Catawba in asking to function as a freestanding 
synod, but the handwriting was clearly on the wall. By 
1959, Atlantic was also freed from board control and Blue 
Ridge and Canadian were merged into one of the existing 
predomi nantly White synods. 

In 1959, with the integration of work with African 
Americans into various departments of the Board of Na-
tional Missions, Barber moved to a position as assistant 
secretary of evangelism with the Board of National Mis-
sions. 

In the United Presbyterian Church of North America, 
the Presbytery of Tennessee was technically not segregated, 
but a geographically based presbytery. However, inasmuch 
as there were no White churches in the area, the presbytery 
functioned under a freedmen’s board. From written and 
oral accounts, there were good feelings and relations be-
tween Blacks and Whites. When White representatives from 
the offices of the national church came for meetings or vis-
its, they enjoyed the hospitality and friendship of the homes 
of Black constituents. The testimony of ministers of that 
presbytery is they enjoyed a close, warm family relation-
ship.139 

Tennessee Presbytery encompassed a large area, in-
cluding parts of Tennessee, Alabama, North Carolina, and 
Virginia. At one point there was a congregation in Atlanta, 
but in 1912 it requested and received dismissal from the 
UPCNA. 

The structures of the Presbyterian Church in the 
U.S. (PCUS) developed differently, accommodating them-
selves to the mind-set of the southern church. Having re-
jected a proposal in 1884 that the northern and southern 
branches of the church jointly pursue efforts at evangeliza-
tion of freed African Americans, the southern church 
erected its Executive Committee of Colored Evangelization 
in 1891. This committee’s main endeavor was Stillman In-
stitute, which (with the PCUS presbyteries) produced sever-
al outstanding missionaries to Africa, including William 
Sheppard, Alonzo Edmiston, and A. A. Rochester. 
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The Committee on Colored Evangelization was dis-
continued in 1911, and responsibility for the evangelization 
of Blacks was placed under the care of the Executive Com-
mittee of Home Missions. The Snedecor Memorial Synod 
was organized in 1917 following the failure of the indepen-
dent Afro-American Presbyterian Church, and continued 
until 1952. The North and South Carolina Presbytery (later 
Georgia Carolina Presbytery) had come into existence in 
1876 as a result of a petition by Black elders and deacons 
for an independent presbytery for Negroes. 

One of the chief reasons for wanting an independent Presby-
tery for Negroes was that the Negro ministers could not qualify 
for membership in the white presbyteries because of insufficient 
training. The only training that was available [at this time] ... was 
that provided by the local white ministers.140 

In the first twenty-five years only two ministers re-
ceived formal theological training. 

Two-thirds of the twenty-six existing churches were 
organized between 1876 and 1900. After 1900, only eight 
were organized. The churches of these presbyteries were, 
for the most part, small. For example, in 1911 Ethel Pres-
bytery had a total membership of 482 in twenty-four 
churches, the largest of which had seventy-nine members. 

In 1910, the Executive Committee of Colored Evange-
lization became a department of the Executive Committee of 
Home Missions and continued in that relation until 1946. 
In 1946, work relating to African Americans was placed un-
der the General Assembly’s Committee on Negro work. Then 
from 1949 to 1967, this work was administered by the 
Board of Extension under which Alex R. Batchelor served 
for many years as director of Negro work. He was ably as-
sisted by Lawrence W. Bottoms. 

Financial Support 

Both churches and educational institutions made 
commendable efforts toward self-support in the early days. 
Nevertheless, as costs increased and expectations rose, the 
ability of a group in the lower economic echelons of society 
became increasingly deficient. A comparison of Black and 
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White incomes, then as now, reveals a striking inequality. 
The weak financial position of the all-Black governing bo-
dies made demands for control of their own affairs weak. 
Actually, the paternalism of the Board of Freedmen and its 
successor structures undercut efforts at self-support. 
Though the early growth and outreach of the churches in 
the all-Black presbyteries were quite impressive, the demise 
of the board-supported schools, particularly at the time of 
the Great Depression, weakened the churches and their 
evangelistic outreach. Those educational institutions that 
survived found support among its alumni and friends. Bid-
dle is an outstanding example. Not only did it attract the 
beneficence of generous donors like Mrs. Johnson C. Smith, 
Carnegie, and James B. Duke, it was able (through the 
pages of the Africo-American Presbyterian) to solicit funds 
from the Black constituency in the southeast for special 
projects such as the library and the chime clock atop Biddle 
Hall. 

Mary Allen Junior College in Crockett, Texas, which 
was founded in 1886, became and remained for a long time 
among the outstanding institutions supported by the Board 
of Freedmen. It was a monument to Mary Esther Allen’s 
commitment to the elevation of Black women. (Allen was 
first chair of the Women’s Executive Committee of the 
Board of Missions for Freedmen.) Work at Rogersville, Ten-
nessee, centered around another outstanding school, Swift 
Memorial College. An academy was founded at Cotton 
Plant, Arkansas, as well as a school at Pine Bluff, Arkansas. 
By 1890, a number of schools had been established in the 
Indian Territory. Foremost among these was the Oak Hill 
Industrial School. Other schools were established at Aloka, 
Caddo, Wheelock, and other points. These church and 
school mission points became the nucleus of new presbyte-
ries and eventually new synods. (See discussion of erection 
of Blue Ridge and Canadian Synods on pp. 54–55 and 88.) 

According to the oral account of Mrs. Mallard (moth-
er of Bernice Mallard Riley), the first Presbyterian church 
(New Hope) and school for Blacks in Kiamichi were planted 
by a White missionary, John Sweeper, in Frogsville, Okla-
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homa (Indian Territory), in 1900. Sweeper was succeeded 
by a Black minister, W. J. Starks, in 1904. 

Eventually, Kiamichi Presbytery included ten small 
churches. J. W. Mallard, husband of the correspondent, fol-
lowed a pattern of work that was familiar in the Black pres-
byteries and synods. He came to Oklahoma in 1914 as a 
missionary teacher. Mallard’s work required him to teach 
and preach at a number of the churches and mission 
points: Frogsville, Millenton, Lukefata, Eagletown, and Gar-
vin. Allen S. Meachem was commissioned as principal of 
the Alice Lee Elliott Memorial School in 1919. He was also 
the first stated clerk of Kiamichi Presbytery. All the records 
of this presbytery were destroyed in a fire that wiped out 
the two largest buildings on the campus. 

While records of giving to other institutions is not as 
well-documented as the giving to Biddle, an examination of 
the records of governing bodies, especially Atlantic and Ca-
tawba Synods, reveals that the matter of general church 
stewardship was kept constantly to the fore. No meeting 
passed without directives to presbyteries to urge their 
churches to give larger support to various programs and 
causes, such as foreign missions, ministerial relief, etc. As 
early as 1875, the Synod of Atlantic was already emphasiz-
ing the goal of self-support. 

This synod also urged the training of the children in 
stewardship. The seriousness with which stewardship was 
taken is reflected in a resolution passed by the Synod of Ca-
tawba in 1894: “That the Presbyteries be enjoined to rec-
ommend no church for help that does not make an annual 
contribution to the Board of Freedmen.”141 Yearly, Catawba 
Synod gave emphasis to the benefits to be obtained from 
systematic, worshipful Christian giving.142 In 1898, Cataw-
ba Synod suggested that the weekly offering in the 
churches be divided proportionately between local needs 
and the national boards. This was to reduce the sense of 
being overwhelmed by so many demands, and would aid 
churches to apportion their resources more systematically. 
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Programmatic Activities 

The minutes of the governing bodies themselves re-
veal that the all-Black governing bodies adopted the pro-
grammatic emphases of the national churches and func-
tioned in a fashion quite similar to their White counter-
parts. These included the following: 

1. Overseeing the proper functioning of sessions 
through examination of minutes of session in a regular fa-
shion. 

2. The examination of candidates for licensure and 
ordination. It is clear that these were not perfunctory pro-
cedures. The Presbytery of Tennessee, for example, required 
a candidate for ordination to preach three types of sermon: 
popular, exegetical, and doctrinal. The candidate also was 
examined in languages of the Bible. 

The minutes of the Synod of Atlantic and the Synod 
of Catawba contain frequent exhortations to presbyteries to 
exercise due caution and care in assessing the caliber of 
persons applying as candidates for the ministry in order to 
maintain a worthy standard. 

In 1886, Yadkin Presbytery overtured the General 
Assembly (PCUSA) to eliminate special rules for colored 
candidates for the ministry, giving as its reasons that such 
a practice denied ecclesiastical parity, was based on the 
color line, and “convey[s] the invidious imputation that [the] 
entire class of students ... are moral imbeciles, utterly un-
worthy of the confidence of the church as compared with 
similar students of other races.”143 

3. Presbyteries processed calls, installed pastors, 
and made provision for pulpit supplies where needed. Be-
cause of the small size of many congregations and the de-
pressed economic state of much of the Black population, 
installed pastors were relatively few in the first few decades. 
In presbyteries like Southern Virginia, the majority of 
churches were served by stated supplies. In 1896, the Syn-
od of Catawba expressed concern that as many ministers as 
possible be installed as pastors. It reported in 1897 that 
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there were twelve installed pastors as compared to sixty-six 
stated supplies.144 

4. Presbyteries disciplined ministers for impropriety 
of conduct, dishonesty, theft, drunkenness, or other of-
fenses. They also heard and adjudicated complaints. The 
synods, likewise, examined presbytery minutes, received 
overtures, overtured the General Assembly, and served as 
an appeal court from the disputed rulings of presbyteries. 
These judicatories functioned with the same decency and 
order characteristic of their White counterparts. Some of 
the ministers were recognized as experts in church law and 
successfully argued cases before the Judicial Committee of 
the General Assembly. Among them might be mentioned A. 
A. Hector and Thomas A. Robinson, both of Southern Vir-
ginia. 

Other programmatic and structural innovations were 
adopted to meet the peculiar need of the churches and 
presbyteries of the four all-Black synods. 

1. Sharing in the national enthusiasm for the Sun-
day school convention movement, these presbyteries and 
synods placed a strong emphasis on the Sunday school. 
Rudolph Obey has shown in his study that from 1865 to 
1950 Sunday school membership equaled or exceeded 
church membership. General Assembly statistics support 
this conclusion. Undoubtedly, the Sunday schools were an 
important doorway to church membership for many. 

2. The Sunday school missionary, functioning par-
ticularly in rural areas, not only assisted small congrega-
tions in building up the spiritual life of their members, they 
also stimulated new and improved methods of Christian 
education. 

Out of the work of Sunday school missionaries de-
veloped the School of Methods. These were training confe-
rences to help teachers and other lay workers to improve 
their skills. The School of Methods eventually developed in-
to summer conferences that gathered both adults and 
youth for training at presbytery and synod levels. 
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The School of Methods idea gained tremendous pop-
ularity in all the synods and presbyteries of the Presbyte-
rian Church in the U.S.A. and the other two branches of 
the Presbyterian church. The concept later developed into 
synodical and presbyterial summer conferences, which be-
came popular items on the agendas of the youth. The Afri-
co-American Presbyterian reported in its August 1927 edi-
tion that forty-five persons were coming in a motorcade 
from Catawba Presbytery to the Synod of Catawba’s School 
of Methods. The announcement of this news was treated as 
a challenge to the other three presbyteries to match Cataw-
ba’s effort. 

In August of that same year, the paper announced 
four big Sunday school conventions, one in each of the four 
synod areas: Elliot Academy, Valiant, Oklahoma (Cana-
dian); Knoxville College, Knoxville, Tennessee (East Tennes-
see); Haines Institute, Augusta, Georgia (Atlantic); and 
Mary Potter School, Oxford, North Carolina (Catawba). 

The Presbyterian Church in the U.S. held two- and 
three-day training sessions in methods at Prairie View Col-
lege, and later weeklong youth conferences at Grambling 
College and Stillman College. 

3. The larger parish idea did not originate with 
Black governing bodies, but it was admirably suited to the 
conditions of their churches. Because many Black Presby-
terian congregations were small and unable to afford a full-
time minister, the larger parish concept was well-received 
and employed in Black presbyteries. 

The concept brought together several congregations 
in the sharing of personnel resources, which none of them 
could have afforded separately. Typically, there were two or 
more ministers and a parish worker who was a specialist in 
Christian education. Together the team served the worship, 
pastoral, and Christian education needs of the several 
member churches of the parish. 

During the McCoy era, Cecelia Jamison (daughter of 
A. B. McCoy and later married to William Mercer) gave di-
rection to the larger parish program. Several notably suc-
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cessful larger parishes were operated. One of the earliest 
was in Cheraw, South Carolina, where Rachel Swann (later 
Rachel Adams) labored in close cooperation with Coulter 
Academy during the regime of George Waldo Long. Later, 
Rachel Swann and Cecelia Jamison developed a parish op-
erating in Charlotte County and Mecklenburg County, both 
located in North Carolina. The Amelia-Nottaway Parish 
linked small congregations in these counties of Virginia: 
Russell Grove, Big Oak, Burkeville, and Bethesda. This pa-
rish was under the ministerial leadership of Robert John-
son, Herman Counts, and H. W. McNair; Rachel Swann 
provided Christian education assistance. Later, the Good-
will Larger Parish in Fairfield Presbytery, South Carolina, 
was developed. Ruby Houston worked with James Herbert 
Nelson and William Mercer in that program. Other parish 
workers who gave valuable service were Marci Marion, Gla-
dyce Cole, Mae Fortune Barber, and Mildred Artis. The val-
ue of the larger parish program is suggested by develop-
ment of a program in recent years linking four churches in 
New Harmony Presbytery served by Diane Wright. 

4. The Workers’ conference had its beginnings dur-
ing the era of John M. Gaston, who called together a work-
ers’ conference of one hundred Black men at Barber-Scotia 
Seminary to consider practical subjects connected with var-
ious features of church and school work. John M. Gaston 
presided over this conference, but it was under A. B. McCoy 
that this annual meeting came to full flower. It came to 
have such importance in the life of the Black Presbyterian 
churches of the South that some referred to it as the “Black 
General Assembly.” Under McCoy, five hundred to eight 
hundred pastors, missionaries, schoolteachers and admin-
istrators, and students gathered. Choirs from the Presbyte-
rian schools and colleges were featured in worship and 
evening programs. In its latter years, this conference was 
hosted on the campus of Johnson C. Smith University. The 
logistics were difficult because there were no hotel accom-
modations to house the delegates. Room accommodations 
had to be made in private homes and the dormitories of the 
host institution. Over it all, A. B. McCoy presided with great 
poise and ready wit. 
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The Worker’s Conference was a time of assessing the 
situation of Blacks in the Presbyterian church in the South, 
of disseminating new ideas and methods, of experiencing 
inspiring worship and great music, and of enjoying reunion 
and fellowship. This conference was discontinued in 1952 
as structures affecting the Black judicatories changed. 

5. Last, but not least, Black Presbyterian women 
were making a significant contribution to the church and 
their communities. There is a picture in the Home Mission 
Monthly of eight Black women, two of whom were Presbyte-
rians, who had recently been selected to serve on the Wom-
en’s General Committee of the Interracial Commission: Mrs. 
Booker T. Washington, Mary McLeod Bethune, Lucy C. La-
ney, Mrs. H. L. McCrorey, Janie Barrett, Mrs. S. W. 
Crosthwait, Charlotte H. Brown, and Mrs. John Hope.145 
What a powerful group! 

Early within the Presbyterian churches, women were 
organized in presbyterials and synodicals. In the Presbyte-
rian Church in the United States (PCUS), there were some-
times joint sessions of the presbytery and the presbyterial. 
Four presbyterials (North and South Carolina, Central Ala-
bama, Central Louisiana, and Ethel) were organized be-
tween 1925 and 1938. The presidents of these presbyterials 
were able to attend the Women’s Auxiliary Training School 
at Montreat, North Carolina, for the first time in 1943. The 
Snedecor Synodical was organized in 1948. 

In the southern church, the first Conference for Co-
lored Women took place at Stillman Institute, Tuscaloosa, 
Alabama, in 1916. “The original purpose of these confe-
rences was to bring help in practical living to colored wom-
en who were past school age, yet who wanted to help their 
race and especially their neighbors to build up a better 
community life. ... [Courses] included Bible Study, home 
nursing, sewing, sanitation, community betterment, ... 
etc.146 

Both the United Presbyterian Church of North Amer-
ica and the Presbyterian Church in the United States of 
America very early organized women’s missionary societies 
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that related to the ongoing, vigorous women’s organizations 
in their denominations. 

In Yadkin Presbytery, for example, the presbyterial 
society was organized in 1885 and the presbytery appointed 
its first officers that year. Women’s presbyterial missionary 
societies appear to have functioned in all the Black presby-
teries of the Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A. (PCUSA). As 
early as 1893, Catawba Synod (at its annual meeting) be-
gan to set aside an evening for a popular meeting in the in-
terest of women’s work. This became a regular feature of 
synod and presbytery meetings. In 1920, Fairfield Pres-
bytery referred to this as a “time-honored custom,” indicat-
ing that it had been in practice for quite a while. 

6. In contrast with women’s work, the program of 
men’s work was less vigorous. In this respect, the Black go-
verning bodies were not unlike their White counterparts. 
The lack of access of women to all the offices of the church 
may account for the difference in strength between the 
women’s organization and the men’s organization. For a 
long time, the women’s missionary societies were the wom-
en’s only route of access to positions of leadership and a 
means of expressing their vision of the church. 

At the beginning of the second decade of the twen-
tieth century, the minutes of the Black synods of the 
PCUSA began to make mention of the Presbyterian Bro-
therhoods that, at the time, were noted to be relatively few 
and weak. The function of the brotherhoods was “to pro-
mote and stimulate men’s loyalty to the church and to every 
organized activity in and through the church.147 Obviously, 
there was a push to strengthen the church’s work among 
men. At the annual meeting of the Synod of Catawba in 
1912, an evening’s popular meeting was devoted to the sub-
ject “Masculine Efficiency.”148 

Once the men’s organizations were established in At-
lantic and Catawba Synods, they continued to function 
strongly in some presbyteries, even after their strength had 
waned in the church at large. 
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7. Early formalized work with young people was cen-
tered around the Christian Endeavor Societies. In 1905, 
there were one hundred such groups within the bounds of 
Catawba Synod. This means that these groups were almost 
universal at the congregational level. They commonly met 
on Sunday evenings at the church. The synod urged pres-
byteries to organize and conduct Christian endeavor con-
ventions. This organization was important for it represented 
one of the few extracurricular activities available, especially 
to rural youth. The movement at the presbytery and synod 
levels fed into Schools of Methods, which have already been 
discussed (see pp. 105-106). 

8. One of the unexpected and indeed surprising em-
phases of the synods and presbyteries was foreign mis-
sions. The monetary support given to foreign missions by 
the Black synods surpassed their giving to ministerial relief, 
for example. In the 1880s, both Atlantic Synod and Cataw-
ba Synod had committees on foreign missions. In addition, 
each had a special committee on African missions, even 
though the Freedmen’s Committee complained often about 
the uneven emphasis given to foreign missions in compari-
son to support for work among the freedmen and freed-
women. 

The support of foreign missions among the Black 
constituency continued even after the Board of Foreign 
Missions of the PCUSA withdrew support from the Liberian 
Mission, staffed completely by African Americans. While it 
is obvious from reading records and correspondence that 
international politics and racism played a major part in the 
decision, Robert E. Speer, secretary of the Board of Foreign 
Missions, placed the blame on the character failings of Afri-
can Americans. Said Speer: 

The Negroes from America have not shown the qualities of 
enterprise, stability and solidity of work ... the hope that the 
American Negro would evangelize the continent of his fathers has 
been abandoned, at least until he shall have been brought by 
education and long discipline to a tenacity and directness of cha-
racter he does not yet possess.149 

The attitude of the northern Presbyterian church is 
even more astonishing in light of the fact that the southern 
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Presbyterian church began at about this time to appoint 
African Americans to their Congo Mission, several of whom 
served with great distinction: Rev. and Mrs. William Shep-
pard, Alonzo and Althea Edmiston, and Maria Fearing. Both 
Sheppard and Edmiston came out of the presbyteries of the 
PCUS. 

After considerable agitation, especially by Lincoln 
University students, and a request by Catawba Synod to be 
assigned a parish in Africa to be supported by Catawba, the 
Board of Foreign Missions (PCUSA) indicated in 1927 its 
readiness to receive Black candidates for foreign mission 
service. In 1928, Irvin Underhill and his fiancee, Susan 
Theresa Reynolds, were appointed to serve in the Came-
roons. When Underhill left the field in 1936, no other 
Blacks were appointed until 1948 when Darius L. Swann, a 
member of the Southern Virginia Presbytery, was sent to 
China, becoming the first African American to serve as a 
Presbyterian missionary in a non-African field. 

Throughout this discouraging scenario, Black Pres-
byterians in the South continued to support financially the 
overseas mission program of their churches. 
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CHAPTER V 

Toward a Nonsegregated Church  
in a Nonsegregated Society 

The years between the two world wars were not 
auspicious ones for African Americans. While many had 
migrated to the North and West to escape the virulent 
racism of the deep South, the majority remained to en-
dure the lynchings, Ku Klux Klan terrorism, and eco-
nomic oppression. It was in this period, however, that 
Black leaders began to launch an increasingly effective 
fight against the evils of Jim Crow and other expressions 
of unequal treatment. The National Association for the 
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), through its le-
gal arm, challenged the discrimination in public school 
teachers’ pay and won. It challenged the right of states to 
segregate interstate passengers on public accommoda-
tions and won. The NAACP eventually persuaded the 
courts to enforce the principle of equal facilities even 
though they might be separate. 

The end of World War II brought a rising tide of 
expectations and an irrepressible demand for equity be-
fore the law. African Americans, who had once again 
shed their blood in defense of their country and the 
cause of democracy, returned home to find their own lot 
essentially unchanged. 

While it might be expected that the churches would 
have provided ethical leadership for the nation in respond-
ing to African Americans’ yearning and struggling for jus-
tice and equality, such was not the case. The Presbyterian 
church bodies as a whole did little beyond issuing platitu-
dinous statements. Black clergy, laity, and churches, how-
ever, continued their historical role of providing to their 
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communities educated and sophisticated leadership, often 
through close cooperation with secular organizations like 
the NAACP. Black Presbyterians were keenly aware that it 
was government, through the courts, and secular organiza-
tions that took the lead in calling the nation to social 
reform in race matters. In the South, the subject of race 
relations and racial justice was seldom raised from the 
pulpit. And as long as the problem was so much identified 
with southern mores, northern church people could pre-
tend that it was a southern problem, not one with which 
they must grapple. 

In the years between the two world wars, none of 
the three Presbyterian bodies that now are melded into 
the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) achieved vigorous 
growth among their African American constituencies. 
The southern Presbyterian church (the Presbyterian 
Church in the United States) hardly grew at all until 
Lawrence Bottoms was brought into the picture as the 
assistant secretary of the Board of Negro Work, which 
came into being in 1946. 

The Committee on Colored Evangelization of the 
Presbyterian Church in the United States (PCUS) was es-
tablished in 1892 and went out of existence in 1910. At 
the time of its establishment, there were fifty-six Black 
congregations with a total of about sixteen hundred 
members. When the committee was discontinued, con-
gregations numbered fifty-nine and the membership to-
taled 2,355.150 

Evangelizing and teaching Black people was not a 
popular preoccupation. “Someone remarked facetiously 
and yet with much truth that when one went to Africa as 
a missionary to evangelize the Negro he was canonized; 
when he stayed home to teach the Negro he was ostra-
cized.”151 

When the Committee on Colored Evangelization 
was discontinued in 1910, its work was transferred to the 
Executive Committee on Home Missions as a Department 
of Colored Work. Snedecor continued as superintendent of 
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this work until he resigned due to failing health. This 
coincided with the failure of the independent Afro-
American Presbyterian Synod. In that same year, the in-
dependent synod was restructured as a synod of the 
Presbyterian Church in the United States (PCUS). It was 
renamed the Snedecor Memorial Synod in honor of Sne-
decor, who had given so much of his life to work among 
African Americans. 

After Snedecor’s death, several persons were cho-
sen to give leadership to the work among Blacks. Al-
though this succession of men worked hard to move the 
church to shoulder its evangelistic responsibility, they 
could not overcome the apathy now grown to aversion. 
As the Snedecor Synod, and thus an integral part of the 
General Assembly, the Black constituency still expe-
rienced anemic growth. In 1918, there were 1,492 mem-
bers; by 1933 that number had only increased to 1,847. 

The place at which Black church growth did occur 
was the cities. In the period following World War II, suc-
cessful PCUS mission centers were established in Louis-
ville, Richmond, Atlanta, and New Orleans. A feature 
common to these locations was the development of 
strong Sunday schools and attention to the social, eco-
nomic, and educational needs as a part of the evangelis-
tic thrust. 

Work for and among African Americans in the 
southern Presbyterian church continued under the 
Board of Home Missions until 1946 when the Board of 
Negro Work was formed. The creation of this board 
represented not only a change in structure, but a change 
in attitude. Lawrence Bottoms, who played a key role in 
this development, describes the changes this way: 

[The Home Mission Board] governed and functioned like a 
plantation system. The executive secretary of the Board of 
Home Missions worked through certain key ministers who 
carried out the instructions given by the Board and endea-
vored to develop the work within the synod and presbytery 
without the body knowing exactly what they were doing and 
where they were trying to go; and the body was governed by 
these key ministers who operated and functioned under the 
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instruction of the Board of Home Missions. The members of 
the Synod (Snedecor) and the presbytery did not learn to use 
the tool of government, social organization, economic process 
and social process, or political process. … Neither did they 
learn about Presbyterian belief. … The work was carried on in 
a paternalistic fashion in the hope that the people being led 
by these ministers would become good people who would ad-
just to the systems of segregation and be comfortable in those 
systems without causing any difficulty.152 

Substantial growth of Black membership in the 
PCUS began under the leadership of Alex R. Batchelor, 
who was appointed secretary of the Division of Negro 
Work in 1947. Lawrence W. Bottoms, serving first as 
part-time regional director of Christian Education, suc-
ceeded in getting Blacks and Whites to plan together for 
new urban churches, such as All Souls Church in Rich-
mond, Virginia, rather than have Whites plan for Blacks 
as had been the practice before. 

Bottoms later became full-time regional director of 
Christian Education, then associate in the Division of 
Negro Work and, at the death of Alex Batchelor, director 
of the Division of Negro Work. Bottoms’ unusual back-
ground had prepared him well for an unenviable task. A 
deeply spiritual man, he had grown up in the Church of 
the Covenanters, earned his A.B. degree from Geneva 
College in Beaver Falls, Pennsylvania, and completed his 
theological course at the Reformed Theological Seminary 
of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. Before coming to the na-
tional staff, Bottoms had served PCUS pastorates in Sel-
ma, Alabama; Louisville, Kentucky; and Miami, Florida. 
In 1974, he was elected the first and only African Ameri-
can moderator of the PCUS General Assembly. 

In 1949, this work among African Americans was 
placed under the Board of Church Extension as the Divi-
sion of Negro Work, along with the Divisions of Home 
Missions, Christian Relations, Radio and Television, and 
Evangelism. This placement of the work in the church’s 
structure overcame some of the sense of isolation that 
the Division of Negro Work had experienced and was 
strategic in achieving a more integrated relationship with 
other aspects of the church’s work. 
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Batchelor writes of that period: “In 1946 some-
thing happened in our church. It seemed that God spoke 
and commanded us to go forward in Negro Work. This 
was a voice to the whole church.”153 It happened to coin-
cide with the post-World War II period when many new 
nations in Asia and Africa were gaining independence. 
Change was in the air and African Americans were press-
ing the case for democracy in the United States with un-
precedented vigor. Batchelor, appealing to the best in-
stincts in the White constituency of his church, observed 
that the usual procedure in a Christian fellowship is not 
for the minority to have to make demands, but for the 
majority to take the initiative. In other words, the majori-
ty ought to care so much about the minority that it an-
ticipates the latter’s needs and addresses them. “If it fails 
to do so, it opens to question the extent to which it has 
appropriated the Spirit of Christ.”154 

A piece of hard evidence that a new day was on 
the horizon in the PCUS was the appointment of Black 
staff persons at the national level to guide and adminis-
ter the work among African American churches. Batche-
lor seemed of a different spirit than most of his predeces-
sors, and an important clue to his effectiveness was his 
employment of capable Black men and women to share 
responsibility for the work. In addition to the appoint-
ment of Lawrence Bottoms, Leon Anderson succeeded to 
the position of regional director of Christian Education 
and Mrs. A. L. DeVariest, staff member of the Board of 
Women’s Work, conducted training workshops for 
church leaders and youth. 

During the post-World War II era, the Black con-
stituency of the PCUS experienced substantial growth 
under Bottoms’ and Batchelor’s leadership. Some forty 
new churches were started and, during a five-year pe-
riod, the Black membership increased from three thou-
sand to about seven thousand.155 

Bottoms, like McCoy in the northern church, laid 
the groundwork for the integration of many African 
American Presbyterians into the General Assembly, 
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synod, and presbytery levels of the administrative struc-
tures of the present day Presbyterian church. 

The Supreme Court’s 1954 epoch-making decision 
(Brown v. Topeka Board of Education) that declared se-
gregated schools to be inherently unequal and, therefore, 
unconstitutional, brought southern institutions, includ-
ing the churches, to a confrontation with laws that they 
had for decades desperately and unconscionably sought 
to avoid. In the late forties and fifties, it had become 
clear in what direction the legal attacks by Black civil 
rights organizations were tending: a direct challenge to 
the segregated society that southern Whites, Christian 
and otherwise, had hotly defended as the last bulwark of 
their “way of life.” 

Legal challenges in the thirties and forties, which 
mainly targeted graduate school education, began to 
crack the facade of “separate but equal.” Some southern 
states, which had originally met this requirement by giv-
ing scholarship aid to Blacks so that they could attend 
graduate school outside the South, now hastily created 
separate Black graduate and professional schools along-
side existing White schools. These were successfully at-
tacked as unequal. Somewhat later, Black public school 
facilities were improved in an attempt to make them 
“equal.” The legal argument that such schools could nev-
er be equal because of their lack of a certain tradition, 
lack of influential graduates, and lack of opportunity for 
exposure to successful and prominent scholars, signaled 
the doom of legal segregation in education. The 1954 Su-
preme Court order that desegregation of public school 
education should proceed “at all deliberate speed” set in 
motion a turbulence not seen since the American Civil 
War and in which the church, though not a leader, 
played a significant part. 

The civil rights movement, beginning with the bus 
boycott in Montgomery, Alabama, projected the essen-
tially conservative Black churches into an unaccustomed 
activist struggle. It brought to the fore and thrust into 
leadership the Black ministers who had always served in 
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the past as community leaders and who more often than 
not could be appealed to by the power structure to dam-
pen down Black anger and violence. Presbyterian clergy 
were ironically in a better position than many of their 
counterparts in other denominations because of their 
historical involvement in the struggle for self-expression 
both within and without their own church structures. 

While a reading of the history of the sixties and 
seventies may turn up other persons who received more 
public attention, Presbyterian ministers were providing 
quiet leadership behind the scenes and sometimes in 
public view. Names such as Elo Henderson, Bob Shirley, 
Raymond Worsley, James Reese, Metz Rollins, Cecil 
Ivory, James Herbert Nelson, Ezekiel Bell, Reginald Haw-
kins, and many others come to mind. Their effectiveness 
can be attributed in large measure to the moral support 
they received from their judicatories and their financial 
independence—at least those connected with the United 
Presbyterian Church. The Presbyterian principle of sup-
porting those who pastored in a manner that allowed 
them to devote full time to their calling shielded them 
from local economic pressures to which pastors of some 
other denominations were vulnerable. In the South, for 
example, a large proportion of Baptist ministers partially 
supported themselves by holding full-time secular jobs. 
In such cases, pressure could be brought through their 
employers to moderate or cease political activity. 

The merger of the United Presbyterian Church of 
North America (UPCNA) and the Presbyterian Church in 
the United States of America (PCUSA) came in 1958 as 
the civil rights movement was gathering steam. The dec-
ade of the sixties saw legislation, government action, and 
urban riots that brought momentous changes in the sta-
tus and privileges of African Americans: the Civil Rights 
Law of 1964; the Voting Rights Law of 1965; major riots 
in Watts, Detroit, Washington, D.C., and other cities. 
Many of these rights were won by direct nonviolent pro-
test, such as the lunch counter sit-ins, the Freedom Rid-
ers, and the demonstration marches led by Martin Luth-
er King Jr. and others across the South from Montgom-
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ery to Memphis. It must also be said that the urban riots 
frightened the nation into doing some things that appeal 
to conscience and reason had failed to achieve. 

In a great many cases, the nonviolent protests 
called forth violent responses from local southern gov-
ernments and law enforcement officials: dogs, clubs, and 
water cannons at Pettis Bridge in Selma, Alabama; police 
assault weapon bullets that pierced the walls of a dormi-
tory at Jackson State College, killing some student resi-
dents; and stones and brickbats on the heads of peaceful 
marchers. Above the bloody tumult rose the strains of 
the civil rights hymn, “We Shall Overcome.” 

In this struggle that dominated the sixties and se-
venties, ministers (Black and White) were challenged as 
never before to take a stand for or against a just system 
of society. Not a small number became casualties be-
cause of speaking or acting too boldly. J. Metz Rollins 
Jr., who came out of Carver Memorial Presbyterian 
Church in Newport News (Southern Virginia Presbytery) 
where his father pastored, was serving Trinity Presbyte-
rian Church (PCUS) in Tallahassee, Florida, when stu-
dents at Florida A. and M. College began demonstrations. 
Following a PCUS pattern of funding for newly estab-
lished congregations, Trinity Presbyterian Church was 
receiving financial support through the First Presbyte-
rian Church of Tallahassee, which pressured Rollins to 
refrain from supporting the student demonstrations. Af-
ter some anguished soul-searching, Rollins declined to 
accede to the First Presbyterian Church’s demand. Fi-
nancial support was withdrawn. Trinity Presbyterian 
Church and Rollins were dismissed to the Knox-Hodge 
Presbytery of Atlantic Synod (PCUSA). Rollins joined the 
staff of the Board of Christian Education (UPCUSA) and 
eventually served with Gayraud Wilmore as staff of the 
Council on Church and Race (COCAR), which took an 
active role in bringing desegregation and other social jus-
tice concerns to the forefront of Presbyterian conscious-
ness.156 
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Although in 1946 the General Assembly of the 
Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A. had declared for a 
nonsegregated church in a nonsegregated society, little 
concrete action was taken to realize that objective before 
1954. Almost yearly the General Assembly issued state-
ments reiterating that goal, but it was due to the societal 
crises following the Supreme Court’s decision in Brown v. 
Topeka in 1954 that the PCUSA began to take concrete 
steps to abolish racially segregated presbyteries and syn-
ods. 

In 1954, the PCUSA General Assembly appointed 
a special committee to study the matter of segregated ju-
dicatories, and the committee reported the following year 
that Black and White governing bodies had overlapping 
boundaries in Oklahoma, Texas, and Missouri (the area 
covered by the Synod of Canadian), and in Tennessee, 
Alabama, and Mississippi (the area covered by the Synod 
of the Blue Ridge). This should have come as news to no 
one since these two synods had been erected in 1906 
specifically to meet the Cumberland Presbyterian 
Church’s demand for segregated judicatories as a condi-
tion for consummating its union with the Presbyterian 
Church in the U.S.A. Now, a half century later, the 
PCUSA moved to undo its act of expediency. 

A number of possibilities were broached: merger of 
the Synod of the Blue Ridge and the Synod of the Mid-
South; a three-way merger of the Synod of the Blue 
Ridge, Synod of Atlantic, and the Synod of the Mid-
South; merger of the Synod of Atlantic and Synod of Ca-
tawba; the transfer of Atlantic Synod churches in Florida 
to the Synod of Florida; merger of the Synod of Canadian 
and the Synod of Oklahoma. 

Arriving at a solution acceptable to all parties was 
not easy. There were several difficulties: 

• Blue Ridge Synod was reluctant to merge with 
the Mid-South Synod (formed in 1942 through the mer-
ger of the Synods of Tennessee, Mississippi, and Ala-
bama) because of the great disparity in size. Mid-South 
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had 31,574 members compared to 2,306 members in 
Blue Ridge. 

• Atlantic Synod and Catawba Synod were not 
inclined to merge as this would do nothing to solve the 
main objective of desegregating these bodies. 

• Atlantic Synod was disinclined to enter a mer-
ger with the Mid-South Synod and the Blue Ridge Synod 
without a settlement that would encompass the realign-
ment of all boundaries in the southeast. This would in-
clude four Black churches in Florida, as well as the four 
White congregations in north Georgia. 

• There was stiff resistance on the part of some 
White congregations to any integration of the governing 
bodies even though it was clear that in every possible 
merger plan Whites would be in the majority. 

In 1957, the Canadian Synod (Black) was merged 
into the Synod of Oklahoma (White). The following year 
(1958) the Synods of Blue Ridge and Mid-South were 
united and retained the Mid-South name. 

The presbyteries in these synods were not inte-
grated at that time, but General Assembly set a deadline 
of January 1, 1967, for this step to take place. This, too, 
was strongly resisted in some White congregations. In 
some presbyteries, churches refused to send commis-
sioners to the synod because Blacks would be in atten-
dance. The following excerpt from a letter of the stated 
clerk of a church in the Presbytery of West Tennessee to 
the chairman of the General Assembly’s Committee on 
Segregated Synods and Presbyteries gives some sense of 
the emotional intensity aroused by this issue: 

So, Reverend Mr. Lamar, why don’t you people up there 
let us handle the situation down here. I spent nearly thirty 
years of my ministry in Ohio and in Illinois and you people up 
there have many more problems with the negroes than we do 
down here. We have some of the finest negro ministers in the 
Synod of the Mid-South that you can find anywhere in all the 
world. There are not any more cultured and Christian gen-
tlemen to be found in any race or color than those ministers. 
I love them and I treat them like brothers. But the rank and 
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file of negroes, as many white people I know, are not ready for 
what many are trying to force on the South. ... we cannot 
force people into the pattern of which they are not yet pre-
pared. Progress is being made down here and I believe the 
time will come when the ideal will happen.157 

If the ideal was coming into being, it was hard to 
find evidence of it. The experience of a White visiting pro-
fessor at Miles College (a Black, church-related institu-
tion located in Birmingham, Alabama) gives a feeling of 
the intractable climate of that time. Robert Frank Fulton, 
B.A., B.D., Ph.D., had previously spent six years as a 
missionary educator in Puerto Rico and was shocked on 
arriving in Birmingham to discover that segregation still 
existed at the presbytery level in spite of the General As-
sembly pronouncements. This was represented graphi-
cally by the existence of Presbytery of Birmingham 
(Black) and Presbytery of Birmingham “A” (White). The 
president of Miles College and two local pastors steered 
Fulton to the Presbytery of Birmingham “A.” He was duly 
received into that presbytery and granted permission to 
labor outside the bounds of presbytery. 

When Fulton inquired about the nearest United 
Presbyterian Church (the Fultons resided on the Miles 
College campus), he was directed to the Ensley Highland 
Church where he and his family were cordially received 
on September 9. He recalls: 

It was with surprise and sadness, therefore, that we re-
ceived word—formally, through the pastor, on October 24, af-
ter earlier information accompanied by the request that we 
worship elsewhere during a period of discussion ... that the 
Session had officially voted to request that we not take part in 
any activities of the Ensley Highland Presbyterian Church 
(worship, church-school or any other). The only reason given 
was that our participation is disturbing “the unity and peace 
of the church,” presumably because of our relationship to 
Miles.158 

Fulton, after describing his experience to presby-
tery in a written statement, ended with this question: “Is 
there any church within the Presbytery where my family 
and I would be welcome to participate in worship and 
church-school and similar activities within sufficient 
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proximity to our home to make such participation on a 
regular basis feasible?”159 The question was referred to a 
committee of five ministers and five elders appointed by 
the moderator. At the following meeting of presbytery, 
the committee reported: 

Not knowing the prevailing attitudes of the Sessions of 
the churches of Presbytery, (we) cannot answer Dr. Fulton’s 
question. The Committee recommends, therefore, that the 
question posed by Dr. Fulton is a personal matter between 
the Fulton family and any church they may select.160 

Eventually the Fultons were welcomed into the 
Bush Hills Presbyterian Church. The experience of the 
Fultons discloses that not only were Blacks not welcome 
in some churches, but anyone who closely associated 
with them was also not welcome. 

The most hopeful steps in integration in that pe-
riod were being taken in women’s and youth work. In 
1962, the United Presbyterian Women of the Presbytery 
of Mississippi accepted an invitation from Mary Holmes 
Junior College (a Black Presbyterian institution) of West 
Point, Mississippi, to hold its officer training institute on 
the campus of the college. Although the invitation was 
accepted, “normally devoted women, pressured by hus-
bands and may be fearful of repercussions on their own, 
phoned and wrote and communicated their unwilling-
ness to attend—‘at this time’ the meeting.” Six or eight 
did turn up to boost the morale of Mrs. Bruce and Mr. 
Horn (Black president of Mary Holmes Junior College).161 

In youth work there were also glimmers of hope 
that change might come. In 1949, the Westminster Fel-
lowship of the Synod of the Mid-South voted to request 
synod’s permission to hold joint meetings with the 
Westminster Fellowships of Blue Ridge and Catawba 
Synods. Permission was granted and thereafter the youth 
met on an integrated basis until the merger of Blue Ridge 
and Mid-South Synods in 1958. 

The Black governing bodies were not passive reac-
tors to events, but took an active role in determining the 
direction in which integration would develop. In 1962, 
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Birmingham Presbytery addressed an overture to Gener-
al Assembly expressing its willingness to be dissolved as 
a presbytery if and when the Presbyteries of Mississippi, 
Birmingham “A,” West Tennessee, and Nashville ac-
cepted into their membership all the Black churches ly-
ing within their respective geographic bounds. This over-
ture was adopted. 

In 1966, Atlantic Synod overtured the General As-
sembly of the UPCUSA on the realignment of boundaries 
of presbyteries in South Carolina, Georgia, and Tennes-
see. Under the provisions of this overture, the following 
changes were made: 

• Parts of the Presbyteries of St. Andrew (White) 
and Knox-Hodge (Black) were combined into the Presby-
tery of Georgia. The boundaries of the Presbytery of 
Georgia were made coterminous with the boundaries of 
the state of Georgia. 

• The name of the Synod of Atlantic was changed 
to the Synod of South Carolina and Georgia, with the 
boundaries being coterminous with the boundaries of 
those states. The synod consisted of three presbyteries: 
Atlantic, Fairfield-McClelland, and Georgia. New bounda-
ries were established for Atlantic Presbytery and Fair-
field-McClelland Presbytery, which were in the state of 
South Carolina. 

Public school desegregation, which was the focus 
of the most volatile issue between the races in the South, 
inspired many schemes to meet the letter of the law 
without producing its intended substance. Tokenism, 
freedom of choice, tracking, and other devices were used 
to circumvent the Supreme Court’s order. In spite of the 
Supreme Court’s clear directive, recalcitrant school 
boards and state officials tried one subterfuge after 
another to evade it. In a number of places, clergy and lay 
members of the Presbyterian churches carried out the 
trench warfare required to bring the change that the Su-
preme Court had decreed. 
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In Charlotte, North Carolina, a strong center of 
Black Presbyterianism, a significant legal and public bat-
tle was fought over the schools. In that struggle, it be-
came clear that all the other issues which were impor-
tant to the life of Black people were intertwined with the 
school issue. Presbyterians played a crucial role in the 
leadership of that struggle. It was there that Dorothy 
Counts (daughter of Herman Counts, Presbyterian minis-
ter and faculty member of Johnson C. Smith Seminary) 
integrated Harding High School. Reginald Hawkins, a 
dentist and ordained Presbyterian minister, was the most 
visible and feared symbol of the struggle in Charlotte. 
(Hawkins later ran for governor of North Carolina.) 

The educational issue was joined when Vera and 
Darius Swann, an ordained Presbyterian minister, re-
turned from ten years of missionary service in India. The 
Swanns filed suit on behalf of their children, James and 
Edith, to go beyond token desegregation to effective inte-
gration of the schools. Some seventeen parents re-
presenting ten families were signatories to the suit, 
Swann v. Charlotte-Mecklenburg School Board, filed by 
Attorney Julius Chambers (later chief counsel for the 
NAACP Legal Defense Fund and now president of North 
Carolina Central University). Among the signatories were 
the following Presbyterians: Dr. and Mrs. Reginald A. 
Hawkins, Rev. Elo Henderson, Rev. and Mrs. Calvin 
Hood, Rev. and Mrs. Ezra Moore, Mr. and Mrs. A. D. 
Neal, James K. Polk, and Rev. and Mrs. Darius Swann. 

The long battle with the city over the schools and 
other matters affecting the life of Black citizens was given 
distinguished leadership by Elo Henderson, executive of 
Catawba Synod, and Robert Shirley, associate executive. 
Henderson, Shirley, and pastors like Ray Worsley kept 
the synod sensitive to and involved in the struggle for a 
free and just society in North Carolina and Virginia. 

Another battle in which Catawba Synod took 
leadership was over the threat to close Johnson C. 
Smith Seminary, then a part of Johnson C. Smith Uni-
versity in Charlotte, North Carolina. Catawba Synod 
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was supported by the entire southeastern Black consti-
tuency in this matter. This threat culminated in 1968. 
Since Lincoln Seminary was closed in 1959, and since 
Knoxville College and Stillman College got out of the 
business of theological education, Johnson C. Smith 
Seminary was the single predominantly Black Presby-
terian institution of theological education remaining. 

The proponents for closing Johnson C. Smith Se-
minary advanced several arguments: the time was past 
for a segregated seminary, the costs were too great, the 
enrollment was too small. The supporters of continuing 
the seminary stressed the need for a continuing institu-
tion of theological education in the southeast that could 
address the needs of the Presbyterian constituency (ma-
jority Black) of that area (significantly, this was one of 
the original arguments advanced in 1867 by the found-
ers); that Johnson C. Smith Seminary was no more se-
gregated than any of the other Presbyterian seminaries 
since it had been for some time open to White and other 
race students and had in fact enrolled a few, and that its 
faculty was probably more integrated (two Whites, one 
Indian, four Blacks) than any of the other seminaries; 
that, in terms of financial support, Johnson C. Smith 
Seminary had never been treated equally; and that with 
a reoriented program (specifics of which were proposed) 
the seminary would attract more students of all races. 

When it was learned that the president and the 
Board of Trustees of Johnson C. Smith University had 
secretly agreed to the closure of the seminary, direct ac-
tion was initiated. Busloads of supporters went from the 
southeast to the 1968 General Assembly of the UPCUSA 
and floor time was gained to make a direct appeal to the 
assembly. Robert Shirley made a brilliant, persuasive 
speech to the assembly, which responded by voting for 
the continuance of the seminary as an entity in the 
southeast. While a majority of the Johnson C. Smith Se-
minary alumni doubtless wished to see the seminary re-
main in Charlotte, the temporary commission entrusted 
with the matter (chaired by James A. Colston) recom-
mended that the seminary move to Atlanta to become a 
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constituent seminary of the Interdenominational Theo-
logical Center (ITC). This compromise solution was ac-
cepted and James H. Costen, pastor and founder of the 
Church of the Master in Atlanta, was chosen as dean of 
Johnson C. Smith Seminary (Costen is presently presi-
dent of the ITC). 

The activism of Catawba Synod and its leaders 
continued in other ways. The synod sent up a significant 
overture to the 182nd General Assembly (1970) of the 
UPCUSA entitled “A Design to Liberate the Oppressed.” 
The overture was accompanied by a detailed thirty-five 
page plan for an economic development program in Ca-
tawba Synod that carried a price tag of $21,461,015. 
This was divided into $9,298,938 in low-interest loans, 
$7,312,077 in grants, and $4,850,000 in grants to Bar-
ber-Scotia College and Johnson C. Smith University. The 
program was comprehensive and inclusive of all aspects 
of the economic, educational, and developmental life of 
the communities included in the area. Though the over-
ture was not adopted by the General Assembly, the pro-
posal is widely recognized as both a model and the fore-
runner of the Self-Development of People program, in-
itiated in 1970. 

The Catawba Synod overture and program were 
endorsed and approved by Black Presbyterians United in 
its second annual meeting at Charlotte, April 5, 1970. It 
tied the “design” to the 181st General Assembly of the 
UPCUSA (1969)’s list of priorities set forth in the docu-
ment “The More Urgent Concerns and Related Objec-
tives.” It is significant that this period marked the emer-
gence of Black caucuses in a number of denominations. 

In the years between the demise of the Unit of 
Work with Colored People and the organization of the en-
larged regional synods, Atlantic Synod (under the leader-
ship of Charles Winslow Talley) and Catawba Synod (un-
der the leadership of Elo Henderson) attended to the 
business of enabling the presbyteries and churches to 
confront the challenges to their ministries. An examina-
tion of the minutes of the Atlantic Synod, for example, 
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shows that through its committees, this synod carried 
out a solid, well-orchestrated plan of action addressed to 
the concerns of stewardship, foreign missions, theologi-
cal and Christian education, youth work, and social edu-
cation and action. In the 1955 annual meeting of Atlantic 
Synod, its Social Education and Action Committee, 
chaired by James Herbert Nelson, took note of the 1954 
Supreme Court decision concerning school desegregation 
and urged the church to be active in this issue: 

We cannot afford to allow the church to “Become the last 
stronghold of segregation.” “If I, if I be lifted up from the 
earth, I will draw ALL MEN unto me?” Now, there is no doubt 
of Christ being lifted up. The emphasis was upon ALL. It be-
comes our Christian duty to preach it from our pulpits and to 
express it as our belief.162 

Among the recommendations were the following: 
That the Synod of Atlantic at this meeting affirm its sup-

port of the May 17, 1954, decision of the United States Su-
preme Court, and register its approval of the decision of the 
United States Supreme Court of May 30, 1955, and record its 
willingness to help locally with ways and means of imple-
menting this decision. We further recommend that a state-
ment of action be released to the Associated Press and the 
National Negro Press. 

That the Synod of Atlantic considers the practice of eco-
nomic pressures as un-Christian and its practice unjustifia-
ble.163 

The negotiations that preceded the merger of the 
United Presbyterian Church of North America and the 
Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A. had included the 
Presbyterian Church in the U.S., but in the end the latter 
did not enter the union. While the plan was approved by 
the PCUS General Assembly, it failed to win ratification 
by a sufficient number of presbyteries. The congregations 
of the UPCNA in North Carolina and Virginia were 
merged into the Presbytery of Cape Fear and the Presby-
tery of Southern Virginia respectively. The UPCNA con-
gregations in Alabama and Tennessee were merged into 
the Presbytery of Union in Tennessee. 

In these intermediate years, Atlantic Synod and 
Catawba Synod (anticipating the coming of enlarged re-
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gional synods following the union of UPCNA and the 
PCUSA) sought to achieve closer cooperation in their 
work. In June 1958, Catawba Synod overtured Atlantic 
Synod “for closer cooperation and fellowship, by setting 
up an organization to be designated as: The Inter-Synod 
Commission on Program and Activities; said commission 
to be made up of seven persons from each of the syn-
ods.”164 

Joint planning was most evident in the program of 
Christian education of the two synods. A bi-synod train-
ing school became a regular feature of their work, in 
many ways recreating the work of the old Workers Confe-
rence. This enterprise, carried on for a number of years, 
drew on personnel from the whole southeastern area and 
the national staff of the Board of Christian Education to 
fill the more than two dozen slots for faculty. It also at-
tracted a gathering in excess of 160 laypersons and or-
dained persons. 

The first Atlantic-Catawba Leadership Training 
School was held on the campus of Johnson C. Smith 
University June 12–18, 1960. Its declared purpose was 
“to develop leaders for every phase of the Christian Edu-
cation program of the local church and to provide an op-
portunity for these leaders to grow in an understanding 
of the United Presbyterian Church, in spiritual insight, in 
knowledge of Christian beliefs, and in leadership.”165 
Many similar conferences on a smaller scale were held 
throughout the synods and presbyteries. 

In 1972, the United Presbyterian Church under-
went one of its periodic restructurings. National agencies 
underwent some radical conceptual reshaping. The old 
Board of National Missions, Board of Christian Educa-
tion, and the Commission on Ecumenical Mission and 
Relations were terminated and their functions redis-
tributed to the Program Agency, Vocation Agency, and 
the Support Agency. The Board of Pensions remained. 

At the synod level, larger regional synods were 
erected. In this process, Atlantic Synod became a part of 
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the Synod of the Mid-South, covering South Carolina, 
Georgia, and Florida. Catawba Synod was joined with 
National Capital Union, Baltimore and New Castle Pres-
byteries to form the Synod of the Piedmont covering the 
states of Delaware, Maryland, Virginia, North Carolina, 
and the District of Columbia. Both enlarged synods 
spanned areas characterized by large urban centers, 
small towns, and rural communities. Piedmont Synod 
included territory on both sides of the Mason-Dixon line. 

The presbyteries of the old Catawba Synod—Cape 
Fear, Catawba, Southern Virginia, and Yadkin—opted to 
maintain a relationship by forming the Catawba Inter-
presbytery Unit (commonly referred to simply as “The 
Unit”). 

The enlarged regional synods masked an uneasy 
alliance. In Piedmont, in particular, the three northern 
presbyteries, affluent and largely White, seemed not to 
feel the need of a synod in the first place. Their outlook 
and objectives did not fit well with those of the Catawba 
Unit; hence the years between 1972 and 1988 were often 
stormy ones. 

In 1983, after several prior unsuccessful attempts, 
the United Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A. and the 
Presbyterian Church in the United States voted to reu-
nite. It was a decision attended by some skepticism on 
both sides. Previous votes by the General Assembly for 
reunion had been nullified when sent down to the pres-
byteries for ratification. If the White presbyteries of the 
South had reservations, there were deep reservations 
among the Black constituency as well. More than a cen-
tury of sharing the same area with White churches of the 
PCUS had not resulted in deepened understanding or 
trust. The most positive gain from reunion for Black 
Presbyterians seemed to be the forging of common objec-
tives between the Black constituencies of the two 
streams. Certain safeguards were written into the Plan of 
Union to assure minority participation. For example, a 
committee on representation was included in the struc-
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tures to ensure minority representation within organiza-
tional structures at all levels. 

It is certainly too early to draw any definitive con-
clusions about the era of reunion into which the new 
church has entered. Barely a decade has passed since 
reunion was voted and only a few years have gone by 
since the church integrated its structures and began to 
operate as one. We have also to figure into the equation 
that a new restructuring is going on as this is being writ-
ten. 

Two facts of critical significance have emerged. 
First, the last of the all-Black governing bodies has dis-
appeared. The Black presbyteries of both denominations 
have lost their identity as new presbytery boundaries 
have been drawn. In a few places, such as the Presbytery 
of New Harmony or the Presbytery of Charlotte, Blacks 
constitute the critical mass necessary to influence deci-
sions and help determine policy. This is not true for most 
other areas. The Presbytery of Southern Virginia, for ex-
ample, already small, had its constituent congregations 
split among three presbyteries. The requirement, there-
fore, is eternal vigilance. Secondly, in view of the dises-
tablishment of the all-Black governing bodies, the re-
gional and national Black caucuses have taken on added 
significance as an important instrument by which Afri-
can Americans can make their voices heard. In this re-
gard, Lawrence Bottoms has raised a timely warning sig-
nal. There is, he says, a tendency to get caught up in so-
cial action because of the resistance of White leaders to 
integration. What he finds missing is the nuts and bolts 
work that was being done by the old structures in which 
he worked. 

It seems to me that we still need to help the Black consti-
tuency within the Presbyterian church understand how to 
use economic tools, political tools, social tools, and spiritual 
tools. The inward journey is important in helping Black 
people to come to personhood capable of governing them-
selves in the outward journey and coming to corporate discip-
line through confession and worship and governance under 
the power of the Holy Spirit for the glory of God in the cele-
bration of what God does in people through our role model, 
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Jesus Christ, who is the role model for all of the races and 
groups in the world.166 

A brief reference to the history of the origins of the 
National Black Presbyterian Caucus provides a useful 
perspective. The old Black Presbyterians United (BPU) 
handbook asserts on page 5, “Black Presbyterian minis-
ters have a history of caucusing that reaches back to 
1859. That was the year that an organization called 
Presbyterian and Congregational Clergy of Color was 
formed.” These church-based organizations have main-
tained a continuing prophetic witness for freedom, jus-
tice, and human rights.167 There has not been a time 
when such a caucus was presented with larger chal-
lenges than in the present. 

While it must be said at the outset that there have 
been important gains for the Black constituency as a re-
sult of the reunion of the churches, many Black Presby-
terians, nevertheless, feel some sense of loss. By identify-
ing what those losses are, we may define the task ahead 
and the means by which they may be accomplished. The 
special committee assigned to prepare this history inter-
viewed a cross section of Black Presbyterians. In brief, 
the important questions were the following: 

What were your years in ______ Presbytery/Synod? 

What do you feel were the outstanding contribu-
tions of _____________________________ Presbytery/Synod? 

What are some outstanding memories? 

________________________________________________________ 

What were the elements from ____________________ 
Presbytery/Synod carried into the new governing body? 

What was irrevocably lost? 

_______________________________________________________ 

What other things do you still appreciate about 
__________________ Presbytery/Synod? 

_______________________________________________________ 
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This section of the book is based on our respon-
dents’ replies. The things that people valued may be 
summarized under ten headings. The ten headings 
represent a compilation and summary of the things that 
a substantial number of our correspondents articulated. 

1. Fellowship 

One person spoke of the real joy that she expe-
rienced in the fellowship of the church. There was a 
closeness, a family feeling that many spoke of as lost 
since the all-Black governing bodies went out of exis-
tence. It seemed that everybody knew everybody else and 
“when we came together there was always a lot of hug-
ging and kissing and good laughter.” There are two fac-
tors that probably help to account for this. First, most of 
the older Black Presbyterians came through a network of 
educational institutions, which gave them a shared body 
of traditions and memories that most non-Black Presby-
terians simply do not have. Second, the period of segre-
gation forced Blacks to depend upon one another in ways 
not experienced by the rest of the population. The fact 
that public accommodations were not open to Black 
travelers forced them to depend upon the hospitality of 
friends as they made their way from one place to anoth-
er. Alex R. Batchelor records his awakening to this fact 
when he traveled with two Black colleagues by car to a 
meeting. When they arrived at the home of a friend, the 
friend came out to greet them and announced that their 
rooms and their dinner were waiting. 

When the Black governing bodies met, the com-
missioners were accommodated in the homes of pari-
shioners and friends. In rural areas, this often meant 
that the host could only offer an outdoor toilet, a wash-
bowl in the bedroom, and a tin heater. But the hospitali-
ty was genuine; people became known to each other, and 
the fellowship was close and warm. 

2. Role of the Schools 

Practically everyone referred to the role that the 
schools played, both in their personal lives and in the life 
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of the church as a whole. The point has been made re-
peatedly of the interconnectedness of the church and the 
school, both in the evangelistic thrust and the teaching 
of Presbyterian belief, polity, and program. Some promi-
nent Presbyterians who had been born into A.M.E. or 
Baptist homes became Presbyterians when they attended 
Presbyterian schools. These schools, particularly in the 
UPCNA and PCUSA streams, formed an informal feeder 
system, sending their students from the lower schools on 
to the Presbyterian school at the next level. So a student 
might go from a parochial school in Sumter County, to 
high school and junior college at Coulter Academy, and 
complete his or her baccalaureate at Johnson C. Smith; 
or from parochial school in Amelia to Ingleside to Barber-
Scotia; or from Wilcox County Training School to Knox-
ville College. There was continuity and tradition. These 
schools became the seedbed for candidates for the minis-
try. Others went out with the stamp of their school upon 
them to become teachers and community leaders. The 
church school was the central unifying organization in 
the community and it trained the latter’s leaders as well. 

In recent years, alumni of several schools that 
have been closed for three decades or more have held 
reunions, organized the alumni association, and em-
barked on programs to assist young people. The alumni 
of Coulter Memorial Academy in Cheraw, South Carolina, 
have a biennial reunion and have established a scholar-
ship fund for children of graduates of the school. Other 
such reunions have occurred among the alumni of Swift 
Memorial College in Rogersville, Tennessee; Mary Potter 
School in Oxford, North Carolina; Camden Academy in 
Camden, Alabama; Cotton Plant Academy in Arkansas; 
and Wilcox County Training School in Wilcox County, 
Alabama. What these events signify is a tremendously 
deep appreciation for what these schools meant in the 
lives of many who are now approaching the end of their 
careers. 

3. Training in Leadership 

The all-Black judicatories provided valuable op-
portunities for training in leadership. In these bodies 
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where the numbers were comparatively small, one ac-
tually got to serve as an elder, chair a committee, organ-
ize and chair a workshop, handle funds. One minister, 
now nearing retirement, recalls that he was elected to 
serve as moderator of his presbytery before he had 
reached the age of thirty. What is implicit here is that 
there was sensitivity to persons’ potential and faith in 
their ability to rise to challenges. 

Equally important was the opportunity to serve at 
some time as a commissioner to a higher governing body, 
presbytery, synod, or General Assembly. There one expe-
rienced the wider church in its operation and the reality 
of a connectional church and one’s role in it. Since re-
structuring, such opportunities have been drastically re-
duced. One respondent stated that since reunion, there 
has not been a Black commissioner from her presbytery 
to General Assembly in three years. 

4. Models of Leadership in Judicatory Meetings 

Many people, even when not commissioners, at-
tended presbytery meetings. They admitted to an excite-
ment and fascination that, given the character of today’s 
presbytery meetings, is hard to imagine. What was that 
fascination? Here they saw men and women who mod-
eled leadership, persons who knew the polity of the 
church. The present writer remembers sitting on the 
back benches watching A. A. Hector skillfully defending a 
point of Presbyterian law, and J. Metz Rollins Sr., in 
shirtsleeves and with his fingers at several places in the 
Book of Order, waiting for a chance to make his point. 
Monumental debates between A. A. Hector and Thomas 
A. Robinson enlivened the proceedings. The stated 
clerks, recalled one respondent, were scholarly men, and 
she stood in awe of them. 

One male respondent made clear that this model-
ing of leadership did not apply only to men. The presby-
terials and synodicals often met at the same time as the 
presbyteries and synods. “The women,” he said, “out-
shone the men.” 



FACING FORWARD 

137 

One of the things that gave a distinctive character 
to the all-Black governing bodies was the longevity of its 
members. In a former period, Black pastors, more often 
than not, remained for long periods in the same pasto-
rate. One factor was certainly the scarcity of opportuni-
ties to move. But there were also pastors, in the mold of 
“Uncle Billy” Metz, who turned down opportunities to ad-
vance because they felt committed to a certain communi-
ty or parish. Whatever the reasons, long pastorates were 
the rule rather than the exception. Perry Metz observed, 
“I’m not sure short pastorates have a tendency to grow 
preachers.” 

5. Training Opportunities 

In spite of paucity of financial resources, these 
presbyteries and synods regularly organized training and 
learning opportunities for workers in the Sunday school, 
church officers, and the youth of the church. Beginning 
with the School of Methods, they moved to summer 
presbyterial and synodical conferences at which inten-
sive training in new and better methods were offered. 
These conferences were always held on the campus of 
one of the Presbyterian schools, such as Gillespie-
Selden, Mary Potter, Ingleside, etc. At the pinnacle of the 
training structure was the Workers Conference that, in 
the McCoy years, met for about a week in the spring of 
each year on the campus of Johnson C. Smith Universi-
ty. In its heyday, from 800 to 1000 persons attended 
from all over the southeast. One respondent described it 
as “a love-in.” Another called it the “Black General As-
sembly.” As already noted, when the Workers Conference 
was discontinued, Atlantic Synod and Catawba Synod 
established and carried on the bi-synod Leadership 
Training School. 

6. Youth Ministry 

An important element in all the training confe-
rences was ministry to the young people of the churches. 
The training opportunities mentioned in the prior section 
included courses relevant to young people and their 
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place in the church. As one person remarked, the youth 
learned what it meant to be Presbyterian. Here color was 
no bar to being moderator, teacher, counselor, or advi-
sor.  

An added attraction for young people was the 
recreation and social life that they enjoyed at these train-
ing conferences. Team games were popular and fun. In 
addition, the young men and the young women, especial-
ly those out of small-town or rural areas, formed friend-
ships that lasted beyond the time of the conference. 

7. Identity and Personhood 

In the peculiar racial configuration of the South, 
the message coming out of the wider society, including 
the White churches, was calculated to undermine the 
confidence of Black children and youth in themselves 
and in their culture. Through positive messages and ex-
amples, governing bodies and congregations instilled a 
sense of identity and personhood in their youth. They 
were encouraged to strive for excellence and were given 
recognition when they achieved it. 

8. Supportive Climate 

While the all-Black governing bodies were relative-
ly weak financially, ministers found an atmosphere of 
support and respect. In turn there was generally respect 
on the part of the minister for the presbytery and synod. 

9. Strong Women’s and Men’s Organizations 

From the era of the Ladies Missionary Society 
down to that of Presbyterian Women there have always 
been alert and active women’s organizations in most 
congregations, presbyteries, and synods. In these organi-
zations, as in the church at large, there was good leader-
ship training. There was focus on Bible study and the 
polity and program of the church. Some women report 
that they found their White counterparts much less well-
versed in polity and program than themselves when mer-
ger came. Further, in Black congregations women were 
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not denied the eldership as was true in a considerable 
number of White congregations. 

In the Presbyterian church as a whole, there were 
periods when the men’s organization languished. In the 
two strongest Black synods, men’s organizations main-
tained a strong continuity. The recent moderator of the 
national organization, Charles Easley, comes out of a 
congregation that has maintained a strong men’s organi-
zation through the years. 

10. Commitment to the Mission of the Whole Church 

Even when Blacks have been denied full access to 
service in the church, the presbytery and synod minutes 
reveal a commitment to the whole program of the 
church. Black involvement in overseas mission is a good 
example of this. 

Black Presbyterians sense some serious losses 
since the elimination of the all-Black governing bodies. 
There are fewer opportunities to exercise leadership 
above the congregational level; they are troubled by their 
perception of a lack of a genuine desire for inclusiveness; 
they wish that the committee on representation were not 
necessary since they do not wish to encourage a quota 
system. They deplore the small church/big church di-
chotomy that makes small churches give way to the 
wishes of the big churches; they are unhappy with efforts 
to diminish or eliminate the role of the synod; they feel 
frustrated at the lack of attention to developing Black 
congregations, especially in the inner city, and the preoc-
cupation with suburban development. Considering the 
size of new presbyteries, there is less opportunity for 
Black congregations to host presbytery meetings; they 
feel a loss of an inclusion of the distinct African Ameri-
can spirituality; and said one minister, “We are tired of 
having to prove ourselves time and time again.” 

If there are losses, there must also be gains. The 
list is short. There are still opportunities for training even 
though the atmosphere is not the same. The appreciation 
for Presbyterian polity finds many opportunities for ex-
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pression. Blacks have been called to fill administrative 
staff roles at all levels. Most notably are James Foster 
Reese who, until his retirement, directed the Racial Eth-
nic Ministry Unit, and Edgar Ward headed the Church 
Vocational Ministry Unit until his death. Oscar McCloud 
served as executive director of the Program Agency 
(UPCUSA) for eleven of its thirteen years. Recently, Cur-
tis Andre Kearns was appointed to head the National 
Ministries Division, one of the three divisions of the new 
structure. It is significant that all of these men had 
strong ties to the former Black governing bodies. Reese 
came out of the Presbytery of Tennessee, pastored in the 
South, and was a part of the Catawba Unit staff for a pe-
riod. Oscar McCloud grew up in Knox-Hodge Presbytery 
and was educated at Boggs Academy. Ward’s father be-
gan his ministry in Southern Virginia Presbytery and Ed-
gar himself received his education in the South and be-
gan his ministry there. C. Andre Kearns, the father, came 
out of and served in Catawba Presbytery; and Curtis A. 
Kearns received his education through college in the 
South. 

One wise and experienced church woman who has 
served in the highest and lowest councils of this church 
offered a word of advice concerning those things about 
the PCUSA that are discouraging to African Americans. 
She said: “This is a part of the human condition, and we 
have to accept that. We are going to have to push our 
way with prayer; force our way with grace. We have to 
see that the gifts we bear are exposed.”168 
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CHAPTER VI 

Facing Forward 

Having taken this historical journey, we must fi-
nally respond to the question that gnaws at all who recall 
or recount their history: What is the use of this storytel-
ling, this exercise in remembering? Certainly the first 
thing to keep in mind is that some of the past is useful 
and some is not. That which keeps us looking backward 
and concentrating on what has been lost is not useful. 
Unless we can create its equivalent in the present, it will 
only delay our addressing the present and the future 
with faith, courage, and determination. “New occasions 
teach new duties; time makes ancient good uncouth.” 
One of our respondents summed it up this way: 

I am excited about the possibilities for Christ’s mission in 
Coastal Carolina Presbytery. While I look back with some 
nostalgia, and replay a few of my memory tapes, I have no de-
sire to wallow in the past. Rather I seek to discover what God 
is doing now and how I might help him.169 

If there is a tendency to feel frustrated or discou-
raged by the present situation, African American Presby-
terians may, by reading this history and others, be re-
minded that what we now recognize as a rich and goodly 
heritage was mined from the bitter experiences of sla-
very, intense discrimination, unbridled terror, and a per-
sistent racism. Let us use the present experience, as we 
did the past, to test our wills, to toughen our courage, 
and to purify whatever gifts of heart, spirit, and under-
standing we have received. Can we find a better theology 
for this time than that of the old Black spiritual: 

Nobody knows the trouble I see,  
Nobody knows but Jesus; 
Nobody knows the trouble I see,  
Glory Hallelujah! 
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It is the hope of the committee and the writer that 
the study of this history will help Black Presbyterians to 
identify and analyze the challenges that face them today. 
How can we affirm the distinctive heritage that is ours 
and yet confess that we are a part of a larger beloved 
community that gives allegiance to Jesus Christ? How do 
we function with personal and communal integrity in a 
predominantly White environment? These questions pose 
several challenges. 

• If one is to function with integrity and effec-
tiveness, one’s voice must be heard. With the disappear-
ance of the Black governing bodies, there is no guaran-
teed direct access to the higher courts of the church. 
There is no assurance that an overture on a matter of 
great importance to the Black constituency could ever 
get beyond the presbytery, which in the past has often 
tended to reflect provincial concerns. 

• Black congregations need urgently to streng-
then their stewardship. The history involving the Freed-
men’s Board, the Board of National Missions, and the 
Afro-American Presbyterian Synod illustrates that 
whoever holds the purse strings also determines the pol-
icy. Financial dependence leads to paternalism. Black 
Presbyterian churches that have adequate or potential 
resources exist in sufficient numbers to pioneer projects 
of mission and evangelism. Self-support, valued in the 
past, is the key to self-direction. The result of systematic 
stewardship would be the enlarging of the fellowship and 
the deepening of their own spiritual life. There is in the 
history of the Black Presbyterian constituency a proud 
record of sacrificial giving. (See statistics on p. 64.) 

• Another difficult but crucial challenge is to find 
and train more clergy leadership. Too many Black Pres-
byterian congregations are without pastoral leadership 
(at this time about 25 percent). On the other hand, there 
is an abundance of well-educated, dedicated laypersons. 
Our history suggests the need for new thinking and new 
patterns of ministry designed to meet the peculiar needs 
of our parishes. In the past, Sunday school missionaries, 
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evangelists, and larger parish arrangements helped to 
address this problem. Perhaps some forms tried in the 
past—such as lay preachers, evangelists, tent-making 
ministries, etc.—are worth reexamining. Also, Black con-
gregations must make special efforts to recruit and sup-
port young men and women who will make the ministry 
their vocation. New Life Presbyterian Church, pastored 
by Lonnie Oliver, is an example of a congregation doing 
an outstanding job in this regard. Five persons from that 
one congregation are studying in Johnson C. Smith 
Theological Seminary. 

• Finally, there is the challenge of being Presby-
terian without the lifestyle which that ordinarily conjures 
up. Gayraud Wilmore put it succinctly as early as 1983 
and his words have recently been amplified by the “Is 
This New Wine?” paper. Wilmore writes: 

Life-style has to do with the gods one chooses to serve. 
Black Presbyterians must choose this day whom they will 
serve: the gods of bourgeois materialism and complacency, 
the reigning demons of suburban Shangri-las, the middle-
management swivel chair in some corporate empire that im-
poses its own life-style, the make-believe world of Saturday 
night partying and Sunday morning golf, the Jack and Jill 
merry-go-round for children who don’t know what enduring 
values have been sacrificed for their momentary pleasure, 
and the interminable round of cocktail parties with their pre-
dictable small talk about new houses, cars, fur coats, and va-
cations in Europe. Will it be these gods of the Black middle 
class, or the God of Biblical faith?170 

In view of these challenges, what are the tasks be-
fore Black Presbyterians? Briefly, there are at least four: 

• The first is to “inform” our constituency. The 
process of informing will include the insights of the best 
minds concerning the Black church’s calling to ministry, 
how we relate the calling of the church to our communi-
ties, and especially the history of the successful ways we 
have come. This history will suggest dozens of persons 
whose lives should be written up and whose careers will 
serve as models for our youth as well as adults. 

• There is the task of “analysis.” What is the sig-
nificance of the events of our time both in our church 
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and society? The analysis must address the everyday dis-
tresses of our people and the need for justice in society. 
Black Presbyterians, as they have in the past, need to 
continue to fill a prophetic role within the church and 
society. This will not make us popular and indeed may 
bring upon us some suffering. The community famishes 
for prophets who can discern in the welter of contempo-
rary events the signs that point us to the will of God and 
who can say “Thus saith the Lord.” 

• There is a task of “organization or reorganiza-
tion.” Those special needs will most likely have to be ad-
dressed outside normal church structures where the 
agenda will largely be determined by White objectives. 
Congregational-level work and extrajudicatory activity 
become more important than ever before. An effective or-
ganization on the model of the Black Presbyterian Cau-
cus will need to carry a heavy responsibility in this re-
gard. Skills in political, social, and ecclesiastical process 
must be taught. The present organization may serve if 
muscle and bone are added, which allow execution as 
well as discussion and planning. The employment of an 
executive officer by the National Black Presbyterian Cau-
cus within the last two years is a step in the right direc-
tion. 

• Lay “a spiritual foundation that draws upon 
the African American historic experience,” which resists 
any dichotomy of body and mind or spirit and mind. In 
the day-to-day struggle to maintain one’s human dignity 
and sense of personhood, it is easy to resort to the tac-
tics of those who try to deny one her or his personhood. 
Lawrence Bottoms’ reminder is a timely one: that we are 
to live by the ethics of Jerusalem while existing in a so-
ciety that lives by the ethics of Babylon. 

Finally, we have continually to be asking what 
God is about in this time and what God wants to do with 
and through us as we function in the Presbyterian 
church. 
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Historically, Black Presbyterians have been an 
important factor in every major crisis involving the de-
nominations that now form the Presbyterian Church 
(U.S.A.). They have been the foreign body in what would 
otherwise have been a fairly homogeneous mixture. Like 
the grain of sand in the oyster’s shell, we have caused a 
measure of discomfort to the church. Past history and 
present developments strongly suggest that Black Pres-
byterians are called to be a divinely placed irritant that 
insistently reminds the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) of 
its true prophetic mission. 
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APPENDIX I 

[The deposition of the Reverend George Bourne from the ministry 
by the Presbytery of Lexington (Virginia) because of his introduction of an 
overture at General Assembly, inquiring whether members of the church 
who retained people of color in slavery could be Christians. Bourne ap-
pealed, but the General Assembly upheld his deposition in 1818 while 
issuing the following pronouncement.] 

We consider the voluntary enslaving of one part of the human by 
another as a gross violation of the most precious and sacred rights of 
human nature; as utterly inconsistent with the law of God, which re-
quires us to love our neighbor as ourselves, and as totally irreconcilable 
with the spirit and principles of the gospel of Christ, which enjoin that 
“all things whatsoever ye would that men should do to you, do ye even so 
to them.” Slavery creates a paradox in the moral system; it exhibits ra-
tional, accountable, and immoral beings in such circumstances as 
scarcely to leave them the power of moral action. It exhibits them depen-
dent on the will of others, whether they shall receive religious instruc-
tion; whether they shall know and worship the true God; whether they 
shall enjoy the ordinances of the gospel; whether they shall perform the 
duties and cherish the endearments of husbands and wives, parents, 
and children, neighbors and friends; whether they shall preserve their 
chastity and purity, or regard the dictates of justice and humanity. Such 
are some of the consequences of slavery—consequences not imaginary, 
but which connect themselves with its very existence. The evils to which 
the slave is always exposed often take place in fact, and in their very 
worst degree and form; and where all of them do not take place, as we 
rejoice to say in many instances, through the influence of the principles 
of humanity and religion on the mind of masters, they do not—still the 
slave is deprived of his natural right, degraded as a human being, and 
exposed to the danger of passing into the hands of a master who may 
inflict upon him all the hardships and injuries that inhumanity and ava-
rice may suggest. 

From this view of the consequences resulting from the prac-
tice into which Christian people have most inconsistently fallen, of en-
slaving a portion of their brethren of mankind—for “God hath made of 
one blood all nations of men to dwell on the face of the earth”—it is 
manifestly the duty of all Christians who enjoy the light of the present 
day, when the inconsistency of slavery, both with the dictates of hu-
manity and religion, has been demonstrated, and is generally seen 
and acknowledged, to use their honest, earnest, and unwearied endea-
vors, to correct the errors of former times, and as speedily as possible to 
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deface this blot on our holy religion, and to obtain the complete aboli-
tion of slavery throughout Christendom, and if possible throughout the 
world. 

We rejoice that the church to which we belong commenced as 
early as any other in the country, the good work of endeavoring to put an 
end to slavery, and that in the same work many of its members have ever 
since been, and now are, among the most active, vigorous, and efficient 
laborers. We do, indeed, tenderly sympathize with those portions of our 
church and our country where a great and the most virtuous part of the 
community abhor slavery, and wish its extermination as sincerely as any 
others—but where the number of slaves, their ignorance, and their vi-
cious habits generally render an immediate and universal emancipation 
inconsistent alike with the safety and happiness of the master and the 
slave. With those who are thus circumstanced, we repeat that we tender-
ly sympathize. We exhort that to suffer no greater delay to take place in 
this most interesting concern, than a regard to the public welfare truly 
and indispensably demands. 

As our country has inflicted a most grievous injury on the un-
happy Africans by bringing them into slavery, we cannot indeed urge that 
we should add a second injury to the first by emancipating them in such 
manner as that they will be likely to destroy themselves or others. But we 
do think that our country ought to be governed in this matter by no oth-
er consideration than an honest and impartial regard to the happiness of 
the injured party, uninfluenced by the expense or inconvenience that 
such a regard may involve. We, therefore, warn all who belong to our de-
nomination of Christians against unduly extending this plea of necessity; 
against making it cover for the love and practice of slavery, or a pretense 
for not using efforts that are lawful and practicable, to extinguish this 
evil. 

And we, at the same time, exhort others to forbear harsh cen-
sures and uncharitable reflections on their brethren who unhappily live 
among slaves whom they cannot immediately set free; but who, at the 
same time, are really using all their influence and all their endeavors to 
bring them into a state of freedom as soon as a door for it can be safely 
opened. 

Having thus expressed our views of slavery, and of the duty in-
dispensably incumbent on all Christians to labor for its complete extinc-
tion, we proceed to recommend, and we do it with all the earnestness 
and solemnity which the momentous subject demands, a particular at-
tention to the following points. 

We recommend to all our people to patronize and encourage the 
Society lately formed, for colonizing Africa, the land of their ancestors, 
the free people of color in our country. We hope that much good may re-
sult from the plans and efforts of this Society. And while we exceedingly 
rejoice to have witnessed its origin and organization among the holders of 
slaves, as giving an unequivocal pledge of their desires to deliver them-
selves and their country from the calamity of slavery; we hope that those 
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portions of the American union whose inhabitants are by a gracious 
providence more favourably circumstanced, will cordially, and liberally, 
and earnestly cooperate with their brethren, in bringing about the great 
end contemplated. 

We recommend to all the members of our religious denomina-
tion, not only to permit, but to facilitate and encourage the instruction of 
their slaves in the principles and duties of the Christian religion by 
granting them liberty to attend on the preaching of the gospel, when they 
have opportunity; by favoring the instruction of them in the Sabbath 
schools, wherever those schools can be formed; and by giving them all 
other proper advantages for acquiring the knowledge of their duty both to 
God and to man. We are perfectly satisfied that it is incumbent on all 
Christians to communicate religious instruction to those who are under 
their authority, so that the doing of this in the cause before us, so far 
from operating as some have apprehended that it might, as an incite-
ment to insubordination and insurrection would, on the contrary, oper-
ate as the most powerful means for the prevention of those evils. 

We enjoin it on all church sessions and presbyteries, under the 
care of the assembly, to discountenance, and so far as possible to pre-
vent all cruelty of whatever kind in the treatment of slaves; especially the 
cruelty of separating husband and wife, parents and children, and that 
which consists in selling slaves to those who will either themselves de-
prive these unhappy people of the blessings of the gospel, or who will 
transport them to places where the gospel is not proclaimed, or where it 
is forbidden to slaves to attend upon its institutions. And if it shall ever 
happen that a Christian professor in our communion shall sell a slave 
who is also in communion and good standing with our church, contrary 
to his or her will, and inclination, it ought immediately to claim the par-
ticular attention of the proper judicature; and unless there be such pecu-
liar circumstances attending the case as can but seldom happen, it 
ought to be followed without delay by a suspension of the offender from 
all the privileges of the church, till he repent, and make all the reparation 
in his power to the injured party. 

 

APPENDIX II 

[The following historical account of the beginnings of Presbyte-
rian work in Amelia, Virginia, was written barely ten years after the in-
ception of that work by a participant. It offers a fresh and vivid picture of 
how churches and schools were established immediately following eman-
cipation, and the obstacles with which the early missionaries were con-
fronted in a period prior to the establishment of Black governing bodies.] 

A hundred years hence, this brief historical sketch—if it should 
be in existence so long—may be of more interest than now. It is written of 
the past and present for the future. 
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We should not despise the day of small things, for we know not 
whereunto small beginnings may grow. In February 1866, I arrived at 
Amelia Courthouse, Amelia County, Virginia, having been commissioned 
a missionary to the freedmen in Virginia by the Presbyterian Committee 
of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania: Rev. S. C. Logan, secretary. My duties were 
to preach and organize and superintend schools for the colored people, 
having the promise that two lady teachers should be sent as soon as 
suitable locations and buildings could be found. 

The war of the great rebellion had been over ten months. Yet, up 
to this time, the freedmen had no churches or schoolhouses in the coun-
ty. Captain White, an officer of the Freedmen’s Bureau, was on duty here 
& had his office in the “Old Tavern,” which having been a confederate 
hospital, was in possession of the United States government. He was a 
consistent member of the Presbyterian church and greatly interested in 
the education and evangelisation of the freedmen & their children and 
gave permission to open a school for colored children in the Old Tavern. 
The Presb. Board of Publication in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, supplied 
primers and other books for beginners and then & there I organized the 
first school for colored children in the County. 

The school having been organized, the Presbyterian Committee of 
Missions for Freedmen sent Miss N. C. Russell of Danville, Pennsylvania, 
who arrived at the courthouse in March & took charge of the school. In 
the same month (March 1866), *Mrs. Samantha J. Neil, of Limestone, 
Clarion County, Pennsylvania, arrived and found a hospitable boarding 
place in the family of John J. Van Deusen, Esq., a native of Massachu-
setts, though he had been a resident of Virginia for thirty-five years. She 
commenced her school in an old wheelwright shop, about six miles from 
the courthouse at the “Big Oak” on the road leading to Dennisville. Mrs. 
Neil’s husband was a Union soldier during the rebellion and was killed in 
the battle of Chancellersville, Virginia, on the 3d of May 1863. 

Before the Rebellion, and up to the close of the war, it had been 
unlawful in Virginia to teach the colored people to read and when that 
restraint was removed there was great eagerness on the part of the 
freedmen to have their children learn to read and the schools were large-
ly attended. There were not, probably, six of the emancipated slaves who 
could read in the county. The White people, generally, being unfavorable 
to the education of the freedmen, were unwilling to rent houses or sell 
land on which to build schoolhouses for them; but there was a tract of 
land of about three thousand acres that had belonged to one Nathaniel 
Harrison, a wealthy White man who had one of his slaves as a wife and 
at his death the land came into possession of his wife and children. A 
colored man—Walker Jackson—who was free before the war had one of 
the daughters, Maria Jackson, for a wife, and they—Walker & Maria 
Jackson—deeded, during their lifetime, one acre of their land to Capt. W. 
F. White & Rev. J. S. Murphy, in trust, to be used exclusively for school 
and church purposes in behalf of the freedmen. 
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A deed for the land having been obtained & recorded, the freed-
men, with great alacrity & cheerfulness, went into the woods with their 
whipsaws and axes and soon sawed the plank & hewed the logs for a 
building that was to answer the double purpose of a schoolhouse & 
church. 

This building when completed, they called “The Freedmen’s Cha-
pel”—the first of the kind in the county. It is situated on the public road 
leading from “The Five Forks” to Grubb-Hill Episcopal Church at the cor-
ner of the land of Walker Jackson where it joins the land of Dr. Ander-
son. 

In this “chapel,” a school was opened during the summer of 
1866, and was under the charge of two colored students, Fitzgerald & 
Brown, from Lincoln University—then called Ashmun Institute—in Ches-
ter County, Pennsylvania. During the summer they had one hundred and 
seventy scholars enrolled & one hundred in daily attendance. 

On the 26th of August 1866, I organized a Presbyterian church 
in the old wheelwright shop where Mrs. Neil taught, and this church was 
called “The Big Oak” church on account of its being shaded by a noble, 
old white oak tree. There were sixteen members in the organization. Of 
this number, Robt. Claybone, Henry Mays, & Stephen Beasley were duly 
elected, ordained, & installed ruling elders and subsequently—May 8, 
1870—Crawley Dennis was in like manner installed elder in the place of 
Stephen Beasley who, having become demented, was removed to the in-
sane asylum in Richmond. The following named persons were duly in-
stalled deacons: Osham Granger, Clayborn Dennis, Patrick Venable, 
John Jackson & Geo. Johnson. 

In the summer of 1868, the school & congregation having greatly 
increased, and we having bought two acres of land of Jack Marshal ad-
joining the land of Mr. Van Deusen, a commodious church building of 
hewn logs was erected in the form of a cross. The funds for building this 
church were furnished chiefly by the Presbyterian Committee of Church 
Erection. The freedmen, however, furnished some free labour & some 
funds, according to their ability. It ought here to be stated, that when the 
slaves were emancipated, as a result of the rebellion against the United 
States government, they were poor, having neither houses nor lands—a 
“shovel or a hoe.” Liberty was their only boon, liberty to work and live for 
themselves. Having collected & gathered their children into separate fam-
ily circles, they commenced the struggle for life. A hard time they have 
had & are having. Without capital or credit, they bravely and thankfully 
undertook to provide for themselves & their families for whom, when 
slaves, they had taken no thought “what they should eat, nor what they 
should drink, nor where withal they should be clothed.” After that their 
masters had hither to looked, they being like “dumb driven cattle.” Now 
they are gradually accumulating property around them, and some are 
buying homes. In the neighborhood of the schools & churches, their 
condition is gradually improving. 
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After a few weeks the “Old Tavern” was “turned over” by the U.S. 
government to the owner—Mr. Cance—and Miss Russell & her school 
was shut out of the building. In anticipation of such an event, I had 
rented, of Mrs. W. H. Bowler, a tobacco barn about one mile from the 
courthouse and there the school was taught under the shade of the trees 
for two months. When that was refused and, it being impossible to get 
another building for a schoolhouse, Miss Russell returned to her friends. 

While Miss Russell was teaching at the tobacco barn, her friend 
Miss Kate Best of Danville, Pennsylvania, sent her fifty dollars, which 
were placed in my hands for the benefit of the schools and I invested it in 
a wooded lot of three acres a half mile from the courthouse and bounded 
on the north by the Richmond & Danville Rail Road, on the east by the 
land of the late Mr. Masters, and on the south and west by the pub-
county roads leading from Five Forks to Grub-Hill Church. In honor of 
the first teacher, this lot was called Russell Grove. Other friends of the 
cause having furnished me with funds, I provided a log schoolhouse on 
the lot in which during the summer 1867 a colored man—J. M. Davis, 
from Philadelphia, Pennsylvania—taught for about two months and was 
partly supported by colored people. 

In April 1868, having obtained a boarding place for her in the 
family of an Englishman, Mr. Caner, Mrs. Elvira J. Craig, of Limestone, 
Clarion County, Penn., took charge of the school & taught six months 
without remuneration. Mrs. Craig is the widow of Col. C. A. Craig of Cla-
rion County, Pennsylvania, who was mortally wounded in battle on the 
[?] day of August 1864, at Deep bottom, near the James River below 
Richmond, Virginia. 

After Mrs. Craig left, Mrs. Neil, having obtained boarding in the 
family of Lieut. G. B. Clinton, an officer of the Freedmen’s Bureau, took 
charge of the school at the R. Grove for three months, at the expiration of 
which time she returned to her own Big Oak School where she remained 
until the fall of the same year when she visited her friend in Clarion 
County, Pennsylvania. In December, Mrs. Craig returned with Mrs. Neil 
and they commenced housekeeping in the house vacated by the removal 
of Lt. Clinton to Washington D.C. and which I had rented for them of Mr. 
Knight. Before they arrived, great excitement arose and violent opposi-
tion, on the part of a few White people, was made to the renting of the 
house, by Mr. Knight, for the accommodation of the teachers—it being 
supposed that as a boarding place could not be gotten for them they 
would be obliged to leave and the school would be broken up, but for his 
renting the house for their use. The reason of this opposition was the 
feeling of hostility to the education of the emancipated slaves whom, be-
fore the war, it was unlawful to teach to read even the Holy Scriptures. 
The ostensible reason was that I was giving the colored people mischiev-
ous instruction & creating strife between the races, though there was no 
strife or bad feeling on the part of the freedmen towards the Whites, and 
I offered if a congregation of both races should be assembled, to make an 
address to them, and, having done so, would ask the Whites if they ob-
jected to that kind of instruction and advice and there I would appeal to 
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the colored people to say whether what I said was not what I had un-
iformly taught them. Such an opportunity was never given. 

Mr. Knight finally, in a few days, told me that I might keep the 
house as long as I wanted it for the teachers. His fear of having his house 
burned down over their heads had subsided. 

In view of this effort to break up the school & churches, I wrote 
to a gentleman, Mr. James Lenox of New York, and told him the circum-
stances and he immediately sent me a check for $250—or wrote me that 
I should have that amount as soon as enough more was pledged to put 
up a “teacher’s home.” The requisite amount was soon raised and Russell 
Grove Church & “teacher’s home” arose to testify God overruled the 
wrath of man for his own praise & the remainder of his wrath he re-
strained (Psalm 76:10). 

My own life had been threatened and I was warned, for my own 
safety, to leave the county. But the Lord was my shield and defense & I 
was delivered not only from the wrath of man, but from the fear of him. 

Two incidents, personal to myself, occurred, which, in part, illus-
trated the state of feeling at that time existing. I had been here a few 
months only and was acquainted with but few except those to whom my 
duties particularly pertained. One (court-) day, having been off on horse-
back looking for a location for a school, on my return to the courthouse, I 
hitched the horse and was going to the office of the Freedmen’s Bureau 
when I heard someone call and looking round saw three men, strangers 
to me, walking together in the street not far off and one of them beck-
oned to me. We approached each other & met at the fence. He offered me 
his hand & we shook hands. He said to me, “Where are you going?” I rep-
lied, “to the office.” “What,” said he, “is going on there?” “Nothing spe-
cial,” I said. He asked, “what right have you in this county? Have you any 
business here except to preach to niggers.” “What right have you,” I rep-
lied, “to call me to account?” He immediately struck me a violent blow in 
the face. I began to climb the fence, saying, “I will show you what right I 
have.” Astonished at the unexpected assault & the insolence of a rebel in 
asking me what right I had to be anywhere, where the flag of the union 
floats, I stepped back beyond his reach and called the attention of by-
standers to the assault, intending to put myself in the right whatever 
might happen. I felt for my pistol but recollected that I had it not with 
me, or it might have been different otherwise with him today than it is. 

The two men who were walking with him followed him over the 
fence calling on him to resist, but did not come up until he had dealt me 
another blow. He was bound over to keep the peace, and twenty months 
afterward—the reconstruction laws having been passed by congress and 
a military governor for Virginia appointed in the mean time—a jury of 
twelve men imposed a nominal fine upon him. 

The other incident referred to in this occurred when I called, with 
a letter of introduction, upon a gentleman. In having told him where I 
was from —Delaware—and stated my object in calling, which was to get 
some books for our schools, he said he would give me some, that the 
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northern people being interested in educating the freedmen they (his 
soc.) were obliged to do it, for most of their friends came from the north. 
“But,” said he, “I hope you don’t preach politics to the niggers on Sun-
days, for if you do we could not encourage you.”' “No,” I replied, “I can 
find enough else to preach about of more importance.” “I hope,” he con-
tinued, “you don’t teach them to hate their former masters.” “No,” I rep-
lied, “that would be wrong.” “And I hope,” he said, “that you don’t tell 
him how to vote.” “Why shouldn’t I?” I said when asked. “Because they 
are ignorant,” said he. “So much the more reason why they should be 
told,” I replied. “Well I hope you don’t tell them to vote the radical ticket 
for,” said he, “if you do we could not encourage you.” I asked in reply 
“suppose I advise them to vote the conservative, then you don’t object to 
my teaching politics only the kind of ticket.” “Oh, that would be radically 
right,” he said. I said, “Now sir, I withdraw my application for the books.” 
“No, No,” he said, “I was speaking as an individual, not officially. You 
should have the books.” I said, “I will take them if I be allowed to exercise 
my own judgement and act according to the conviction of my own con-
science in such matters.” 

We afterwards had a long & friendly talk, and in a few days I re-
ceived the books. 

In May 1870, Mrs. Craig returned to her home and was suc-
ceeded, in the fall of the same year, by Miss Ella L. Travis, a sister of 
Mrs. Neil, who was associated with her until the summer of 1873, They 
were on a visit to their friends. At the close of their vacation, on their re-
turn to Virginia, they stopped at Pittsburgh overnight. The next morning 
they were startled and called back by the receipt of a telegram informing 
them of the death of their mother whom they had left in usual health 
only the day before. In consequence of this affliction, Miss Ella remained 
with her bereaved father to take charge of his family. Her younger sister, 
Miss Lillie N. Travis, returned with Mrs. Neil as her associate & assistant 
and remained once school opened until she returned to her home & Miss 
Ella resumed her place in the school to the present time, 1876. 

On the 16th of September 1866, I organized a church at Freed-
men’s Chapel. In the organization there were 57 members. The following 
were duly elected, ordained, & installed ruling elders: Randal Booker, 
John Lawson, Peter Gray, Berg Reaves, Alfred Magee, and subsequently, 
on August 9, 1868, Allen Town, Hampton Booker, & Harrod Scott. The 
following were duly elected, ordained, & installed deacons, vis.: Grandi-
son Harris, Julius Eggleston, Stokes Scott, Branch Grimnel, & Henry 
Harrison, July 14, ‘67, ‘68. Joe Brooks, Berry Yokes, & Wm. Gacers, 
June 25, ‘71. Two appointments were made for this church before it was 
effected. The freedmen were, generally, Baptists or inclined that way, and 
some of them, who had been hindering the organization, came to me and 
asked, if in case of my leaving, they could choose a Baptist pastor. 

I replied that if that was what they wanted, to say so, then & 
there, before we went any farther, and I would go elsewhere & we would 
spend no more money or time among them, for there were other places 
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asking for schools & churches and their Baptist friends might come and 
serve them if they would. But having been sent & sustained by the Pres-
byterians of the north, we should work according to their doctrines and 
rules of that church. We did not intend to shake the tree and let others 
gather the fruit. (Tho that is what they have since done.) 

I explained to the people wherein Baptist & Presbyterian agree & 
differ. That upon the doctrines of the gospel essential to salvation we 
were agreed and differed mainly as to the subjects and mode of baptism: 
That Presbyterians invite to the communion all members who are in good 
standing in other evangelical churches & exclude none on account of the 
mode of their introduction into the visible church; that though we regard 
baptism by sprinkling or pouring water upon the person in the name of 
the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost by an ordained minister as both valid & 
scriptural, yet as the mode of administering the ordinance in nonessen-
tial, we would immerse those who preferred that mode, provided they 
would not exclude from communion or church fellowship others who pre-
ferred to be baptized by our “more excellent way.” 

To this all readily assented and the ordinance was administered 
to some in one way, to others by the other mode. On one occasion, I went 
into the water and immersed forty-one. But not being prepared with a 
change of clothes—as the eunuch was probably not when Philip baptized 
him—came down to the water and baptized him by pouring water upon 
him. Others were baptized the same day by sprinkling at the place of 
preaching. 

Peace & prosperity continued in the congregation and church 
until there had been enrolled 275 members: 199 of whom I baptized, 
some in one way and some in the other, according to the desire of each. 

At length there came among them those who told them that they 
must be Baptists. In vain I preached to them that there is no other name 
under heaven whereby we can be saved but the name of Christ:—That 
other foundation can no man lay than that is laid, Jesus Christ and that 
neither circumcision nor uncircumcision availeth anything but a new 
creature. The delusion clung to them that to be saved they must be bap-
tized—baptized by a Baptist who had been baptized by a Baptist—clear 
back to John in the wilderness of Judea, and a large number of those 
whom I had immersed were re-immersed by a colored Baptist preacher. 
But to this day, no one can tell whether he was baptized by someone who 
had been baptized by someone who was baptized in the wilderness, by 
John clothed in camel’s hair and with a leather girdle about his loins & 
living on locusts and wild honey. Who can say that in the long chain of 
baptismal succession, there is not an open or a broken link? 

It has been related of Roger Williams—the father of the Baptist 
church in this country—that having no one who had been immersed to 
immerse him, he immersed one of his elders & then his elder immersed 
him that he might go out to baptize by immersion. 
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Having no title to the land on which the “Chapel” was built ex-
cept during the lifetime of Walker Jackson & his wife, and the former 
being dead and the latter aged, it was deemed desirable to secure a 
church with a perpetual title. Such a church, Mount Zion, near the 
“Chapel” on an acre of ground which formerly belonged to & was given by 
Nathaniel Harrison for the use of the Presbyterians, and though it might 
be used by other denominations or Christians by permission, it could not 
be alienated from the Presbyterians. 

During the war, the congregation that worshiped in Mt. Zion de-
clined and finally it became entirely extinct. The trustees of the Pres-
byterian church of the courthouse who were also trustees of Mount Zion 
sold the building to the trustees of Freedmen’s Chapel. It was built about 
1833 of the best material and was well-furnished with pulpit, desk, ga-
lary [sic], & stove. The funds for the purchase of the church were fur-
nished by the Presbyterian Board of Church Erection in New York. It, 
being of no use to the former owners, was sold to the freedmen very 
much below its real value to them. The freedmen contributed $32.74 to-
ward newly roofing the building and, this being done, the congregation 
moved from the “Chapel” to Mount Zion as the place of worship and the 
name of the church was changed to “Mount Zion.” Large congregations of 
masters & slaves worshiped there before the war & some of the most dis-
tinguished ministers of the church (among others Dr. W. S. Plumer) 
preached in it. 

Before emancipation, the slaves (when they attended) occu-
pied the galary [sic] of the church. Now they occupy the floor of the 
house & sit in their master’s places—and there is no exultation and 
ought to be none on the part of the freedmen. On the contrary, though 
they may well deplore the dissolation [sic] of the country & the altered 
pecuniary condition of their former owners, they should gratefully ac-
knowledge the good hand of God who, in his mysterious providence, 
has at length responded to the yearning desires of their hearts and 
set them free, dissolving the fetters of slavery and giving them liberty. 

They can never too highly praise their liberty though they may 
greatly abuse it. Hear what the apostle Paul says, Gal. 5:13–26 as if 
speaking on this occasion and in my place today. Tho [sic] writing them 
of their emancipation from the Jewish yoke, political & religious, his 
words are peculiarly appropriate in this connection: 

Brethren, ye have been called unto liberty: only use not liberty 
for an occasion to the flesh, but by love serve one another. For all the law 
is fulfilled in one word, even in this; thou shalt love thy neighbor as thy-
self. But if ye bite & devour one another take heed that ye be not con-
demned one of another. This I say then, walk in the spirit and ye shall 
not fulfill the lusts of the flesh. For the flesh lusteth against the spirit, 
and the spirit against the flesh: and these are contrary one to the other: 
so that ye cannot do the thing that ye would. But if ye be led by the spi-
rit, ye are not under the law. Now the works of the flesh are manifest 
which are these. Adultry [sic], fornication, uncleanness, lasciviousness, 
idolatry, witchcraft, hatred, varience [sic], emulation, wrath, strife, sedi-
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tions, heresies, envyings, murders, drunkenness, revillings [sic], and 
such like: of which I tell you before, as I have also told you in time past, 
that they which do such things shall not inherit the Kingdom of God. 

But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, longsuffering, gentle-
ness, goodness, faith, meekness, temperance: against such there is no 
law. And they that are Christ’s have crucified the flesh with the affections 
and lusts. If we live in the Spirit, let us also walk in the Spirit. Let us not 
be desirous of vain glory—provoking one another envying one another. 

Hear also what the apostle Peter says, I Peter 2:15–17: “For so is 
the will of God that with well doing you may put to silence the ignorance 
of foolish men: As free and not using your liberty for a cloak of malicious-
ness, but as the servants of God. Honor all men. Love the brotherhood. 
Fear God honor the King.” 

The lasting gratitude of the freedmen is due to liberty loving sol-
diers of the Union army who offered their lives to their country, and to 
whom, under God, they owe the freedom they now enjoy. To turn from or 
against them now is base in gratitude—worthy of execration. What might 
have been their condition in this country today, had not the Presbyte-
rians given them teachers & preached gospel? Until we had laboured 
among them for years, there was no one else who raised a finger or spoke 
a word about their enlightenment and evangelisation. Indifference and 
even opposition to their education was almost, if not quite, universal. To 
the Presbyterians, they owe, under God, whatever of light they now have. 
The dog that bites the hand that feeds it, deserves to die. All the elders of 
Mount Zion, except John Lawson having withdrawn to form a Baptist 
society, John Tabb and Pem. Brooks Bowles were duly elected, ordained, 
& installed ruling elders. 

The teachers at the “Chapel” were first Fitzgerald Brown, then 
Fitzgerald and brother. The next was Jenjins and after him another 
young man by the name of Brown, from Hollidaysburg, Pennsylvania, 
who was preparing for the ministry, but having contracted a cold here, 
he returned home where he died of consumption. His death was peaceful 
& happy. 

The next teacher was E. H. Butler from Pittsburgh, Pennsylva-
nia. Anna Clayborn, who was one of the first scholars at Big Oak, taught 
two terms at the chapel, however, under the pay of the county board of 
free schools. Thus it appears that the Presbyterians furnished at the 
“Chapel” nearly all the teachers, at an expense, to the northern church, 
of about $2,125, exclusive of ministerial support. 

The Russell Grove church was organized on the 15th of March 
1868. Ruling elders, Peter Gray & Benj. Reeve were transferred from the 
chapel and installed at the Grove and Henry Reed was subsequently or-
dained and installed. Doctor Booker & Phil. Botes were ordained & in-
stalled deacons. 
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Number in organization 10 
Whole number enrolled 53 
Adults baptized 35 
Infants baptized 8 

The Albright Church was organized Jan 22, ‘71. Number in or-
ganization was six. Daniel Mays was duly elected, ordained, and installed 
ruling elder, and subsequently Jos. Nicholson & Rich. Clayborn were 
likewise inducted in the eldership. 

The whole number enrolled 53 
Adults baptized 36 

The acre on which the church is built was bought of Mr. Albright 
of New Jersey—hence the name Albright Church. 

The Presbyterian Board of Church Erection in New York con-
tributed most of the funds for its erection. The members and friends fur-
nished a good part of the work gratuitously. 

This congregation has less expended on it for teachers than any 
of the other schools—Miss A. L. Etheridge, of Montrose, Pennsylvania, 
having been the only teacher & she for only six months. She did, howev-
er, good work while she was there and she is gratefully remembered by 
her scholars and the people. On the removal of Mrs. Neil from Big Oak to 
Russell Grove, Miss M. M. Miller of Goshen, Indiana, succeeded her for 
one school year, and on Miss Miller leaving to go south—Miss Etheridge 
from Albright school succeeded her at the Big Oak. 

One of the chief difficulties we have had in keeping up the 
schools was want of boarding places or homes for the teachers. This dif-
ficulty at Russell Grove was overcome by the erection of the “home” for 
the teachers. If there had been a house or “home” on each of the church 
lots, there might have been more schools in the past than there has [sic] 
been. 

The school has continued now, 1876, at the Grove without inter-
ruption for seven years, during which time Mrs. Neil has had control, 
assisted alternately by Mrs. Craig, Miss Ella L. and Miss Tillie N. Travis. 

There have been connected with the school altogether, probably 
about 500 or 600 scholars, most of whom have become readers and 
many of them have a tolerably good common school education and are 
scattered about in different parts of the country exerting, we hope, a 
good influence upon the race in exemplifying the good effects of a little 
learning. 

For those who have been regular attendants upon the Sabbath 
schools, which have received the devoted attention of the teachers, we 
have higher hopes than for others. For what is the knowledge of the ru-
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diments of education acquired from books compared with an acquain-
tance with the Book of Books—the Bible, God’s best gift to man. On 
comparison it is but as chaff to wheat. 

I have no hesitation in saying that the ability to read and under-
stand the Holy Scriptures is more important than acquaintance with any 
or all other books—without a knowledge of the Bible, if that were possi-
ble. 

In estimating the influence of a good school kept up for a num-
ber of years, we are not only to consider the number of scholars who 
have been in attendance, but their influence upon others—e.g. children 
upon their parents and companions. Many of our scholars have become 
teachers, in an informal way, and some have become teachers in the 
public schools. Thus, the light that we struck, and the fire we kindled 
here, has extended and spread, and it will continue to extend and spread 
like a ripple in the water, not only to the next centennial year, but 
through all time and on, & on, through the cycles of eternity. 

How responsible, then, the position & duties of a teacher! His in-
fluence, like a vibration in the air, never ceases. If he sows the good 
seeds of moral, religious, divine truth, it will produce the peaceable fruits 
of righteousness and eternal life and in eternity there will be many to 
arise and call him blessed. On the other hand, if he sows error, false-
hood, and sin, lost souls may curse him for their everlasting undoing. 

Instead, then, of anyone seeking the position of a teacher merely 
for paltry pelf, he should consider the high and solemn responsibility of 
such a calling, not only to the pupil, the parent, and superintendent, but 
to God to whom he must render his last report and from whom he will 
receive his chief reward. 

Recapitulation 

Big Oak Church organized August 26, 1866 

Number in organization 16 
Whole number enrolled 140 
Adults baptized 104 
Children baptized 79 

Mount Zion Church organized September 16, 1866 

Number in organization 5l 
Whole number enrolled 275 
Adults baptized 199 
Children baptized 4 

Russell Grove Church organized March 15, 1868 

Number in organization 10 
Whole number enrolled 53 
Adults baptized 35 
Children baptized 8 
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Albright Church organized January 22, 1871 

Number in organization 6 
Whole number enrolled 53 
Adults baptized 36 
Children baptized 2 

Final Total Statement 

   Baptized   Baptized  Value Church 
  Enrolled     Adults   Children   Property 

Big Oak 140 104 70 600.00 
Mt. Zion 275 199 4 1,000.00 
Russell Grove 53 34 8 1,200.00 
Albright 56 36 2 400.00 
 524 373 84 $3,200.00 

On reviewing the work done by the Presbyterian church, by their 
Committee of Missions to the Freedmen: Through the teachers and mis-
sionaries in the country of America and the state of Virginia, there is ab-
undant reason for thankfulness to the Great Head of the Church Univer-
sal on account of success which attended their labours. 

When we look back at the beginning—the many discourage-
ments, the persecutions of unreasonable men, and the privations and 
obloquy we have passed through, and then, considering the removal, to a 
good degree, of prejudice against the education of the colored people and 
their teachers, the good will and respect we have won in our work, the 
peace and comparative comfort in which we now prosecute it, and the 
success that has attended it—we may thankfully and joyfully say: “Be-
hold what God hath wrought,” and we offer our humble and devout 
thanksgiving to God, seeing that he hath been pleased to think us worthy 
to labour for him and to give us success, and now permits us—when all 
shall be over and we have nothing more to do, or to suffer for him, the 
anticipation of our ever blessed Saviour’s salvation, “well done good and 
faithful servants, ye have been faithful in a few things—enter ye into the 
joy of your Lord” (The History of the Presbyterian Churches and Schools 
for Freedmen in Amelia County, Virginia by Rev. Thomas Murphy).
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APPENDIX III 

[The following address, made by the Reverend Robert L. Shirley 
to the General Assembly in 1968, was a part of the effort that Catawba 
Synod and others in the southeast made to prevent the closure of John-
son C. Smith Seminary. Backed by a large delegation, Shirley presented 
Catawba’s appeal to the General Assembly to maintain Johnson C. Smith 
Seminary as a revitalized institution of theological education in the 
southeast.] 

Mr. Moderator, Fathers and Brethren, Ladies and Gentlemen: 
Today, at this very moment, America stands at the crossroad of destiny. 
And, as never before, Abraham Lincoln’s question to the American citize-
nry seems ominously relevant: 

[Let me paraphrase] “... shall this nation conceived in liberty and 
dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal … [shall] gov-
ernment, of the people, by the people, and for the people perish from the 
earth?” 

Three million Americans, who incidently happen to be United 
Presbyterians, must also give answer soon because time is no longer our 
coveted luxury or friend. I recognize how difficult, if not impossible, it 
is for Americans to conceive or even think in terms of our beloved coun-
try tottering on the brink of destruction, but neither could the Roman 
Empire. Yet, you and I know what happened, and historians, writing 
about that epic period of history, say that the cause of the decline 
and the fall of Rome was not due to forces from without, but Rome fell 
because of forces from within; forces that Rome had neither the incli-
nation nor the will to do something about. 

And now, through the provision of God, another nation has expe-
rienced a meteoric rise to the pinnacle of success and power. America is 
the Roman Empire of 1968. And she, like her predecessor, can also boast 
of opulence and plenty, prestige and power, arrogance and aristocracy. 

But, something is wrong in America; something is sick in Ameri-
ca. In a country as rich as ours, thirty-five million citizens should not be 
continually poor. In a country as prosperous as ours, ten million of its 
citizens should not suffer from severe malnutrition. In a country as dem-
ocratic as ours says it is, twenty million of its citizens should not be debi-
litated and emasculated by the fortuitous incident of black skin color. 
But, there is poverty in America; there is hunger and malnutrition in 
America; there is racism in America. And whether we wish to admit it or 
not, the future of the American dream—its fruition, its realization—now 
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weighs on the balance of human opinion. And it shall survive or crumble 
in proportion to the inclination, the will, the commitment of us its citi-
zens, that it not perish from the earth. 

What has this to do with the closing of Johnson C. Smith Semi-
nary? I suggest it has much to do with the problem, for intertwined and 
interwoven in the seminary problem at Johnson C. Smith University are 
all elements of the larger problem we Americans must face and solve. 

The Council on Theological Education is asking you, the General 
Assembly, to withdraw recognition and support of the Johnson C. Smith 
Seminary as of this year. What are we talking about in dollars and cents? 
We're talking about $35,000 to $40,000. A church that has millions of 
dollars in assets, a church that in one major fund-raising drive can raise 
$69,352,738, a church that boasts of its commitment and concern for 
the development of Negro leadership; that church spends $40,000 as 
evidence of its great interest in Negro Theological Education—$40,000. 

But pages 32 and 22 of the Blue Book tells another story. It tells 
of our church helping Louisville Seminary build a brand new campus; of 
our church helping McCormick build an administration building; of our 
church helping Pittsburgh build thirty-one apartments for married stu-
dents; of our church helping Princeton to the tune of $383,000, to build 
forty-six apartments and $1,000,000 for a heating plant. And on page 
36, it urges Johnson C. Smith University to have conversation with the 
women’s department of the Board of Christian Education to ascertain the 
possibilities of assistance with certain capital funds need of the semi-
nary. 

In other words, the United Presbyterian Church is saying to 
Johnson C. Smith University, “pull yourself up by your own bootstraps, 
get accredited, get a big library, get a sufficient number of PH.D’s on your 
faculty, get students, carry yourself like other seminaries are doing—and 
here’s $40,000 to do it with.” 

Can you not see a correlation between what we in the church 
and what we in the nation are doing? We spend eighty billion dollars a 
year in Vietnam. We spend billions to put a man on the moon. We spend 
only 2.9 billion dollars to help poor people of this nation—who, in many 
instances, are being deprived daily of every legal, medical, and social ad-
vance our nation has made in this century. 

We in the southeast, we in Catawba Synod plead with you the 
General Assembly to continue a theological training center in the south-
east. We do this not in fond reminiscence or passionate sentiment for the 
“good ol’ days” or maintaining the status quo. For if Johnson C. Smith 
Seminary were to remain as it is and operate as it has these last one 
hundred years, we of Catawba Synod would be the first to concur with 
the council’s recommendation that the seminary be closed. Rather we 
plead for the continuance of the theological training center in the south-
east for more important reasons. 
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Masses of people are on the move in America. Deep rumblings of 
discontent, frustration, and utter hopelessness are pulsating throughout 
our land. Last year sixty-seven cities erupted in volcanic violence. And 
with the death of Martin Luther King Jr. the southland erupted with vi-
olence heretofore unseen. 

What we are witnessing in America is not communist conspiracy, 
no planned revolution, no organized guerrilla war. What we are seeing is 
the grapes of wrath; the reaping of the whirlwind, the visiting of sins of 
the fathers upon the children of the third and fourth generation because 
of greed, injustice, inhumanity, bigotry, discrimination, and segregation. 

In this struggle between the have nots and the haves, the most 
visible, the most outspoken is the Black poor, but he speaks for the 
White poor. His cry is not overcoming some day, but rather his demand 
is for “freedom now.” But, for some reason the haves do not listen or if 
they listen, they determine the number of crumbs from the loaf of plenty 
they shall magnanimously give. 

The Black man sees the longshoremen go on strike and let food 
and valuable merchandise rot in the holes of fifty ships and no one says 
a word. The dairymen go on strike and threaten to cut off the milk from 
babies’ mouths and no one says a word about it. Steelworkers and tele-
phone operators strike and threaten to cripple the operations of this na-
tion and no one says a word about it. Newsmen go on strike and bank-
rupt two aged and outstanding newspaper companies and no one says a 
word about it. 

But let the Black man strike or march on Washington—not seek-
ing something extravagant, not seeking something extraordinary—but 
seeking only that which is his by birthright and American citizenship and 
all of a sudden the nation is astonished. “Don’t do that, wait, be patient, 
what you’re doing is wrong and will create ill will, not goodwill. Let us 
study your situation.” 

The Black man is tired of being scrutinized, analyzed, and hyp-
notized. He’s tired of being the last hired and the first fired. He’s tired of 
roaches with his dinner and rats in his bed. And he’s saying that if this 
is all that America can do for him, with all its riches, resources, then to 
hell with it. 

And that is why at this particular juncture in history, with this 
type attitude developing faster and faced with this boiling cauldron and 
social cataclysm, we in Catawba Synod consider it totally fantastic and 
utterly impractical that our church would even consider the closing of 
the one seminary that we have that has the built-in potential to develop 
leadership that knows the ghetto and can relate to the ghetto. 

Can you not see a correlation between what we in the church 
and we in the nation are doing? We who live in the South; we who deal 
with the problems of racial, economic, and social injustice everyday—we 
say keep a theological training center alive in the South. We say re-
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create, restructure, redesign, reprogram the total concept of theological 
education and make it relevant, make it relate to life as it is. 

But, what does the church say through its Council on Theologi-
cal Education? No, this isn’t what you people want, this isn’t what you 
people need. What you need is a center for continuing theological stu-
dies. And, if you’ll agree, we’ll even find $400,000 to operate it. Perhaps 
you have seen a paper floating around the General Assembly. Perhaps 
you’ve heard that the men of Catawba Synod wrote the proposal and ap-
proved of this center. Well, this is not true. The paper was devised and 
written by someone and somewhere other than in the southeast. Once 
again a few people are telling a whole lot of people what’s good for them. 

We in Catawba Synod are not against continuing education. In 
fact, if you read “Catawba Synod’s Proposal for a Revitalized Seminary” 
printed in the Catawba Synod Argus, you will see that the proposal in-
cludes a place for continuing education. A center without a seminary 
based operation is superfluous. How can one continue that which has 
not been developed? 

A further “contention” of our synod is that here we are recom-
mending the closing of a seminary for lack of funds and ready to find 
$400,000 to start something that has no justifiable reason for existence 
without basic seminary foundation. It’s like the tail wagging the dog in-
stead of the dog wagging the tail. 

If the General Assembly truly had the will to keep theological 
training in the southeast, we in Catawba Synod believe it would release 
$400,000 and we believe that with the proper educational consultants, a 
revitalized and relevant design of theological training could be devised 
that included both ministerial training and continuing education; would 
in a short period of time make the seminary accredited and would attract 
more and more students. For example: 

Our national church supports financially over two hundred dif-
ferent projects that have nothing to do with the pulpit ministry per se. 
We support colleges, secondary schools, homes for the aged, hospitals, 
neighborhood houses, child-care centers, camps, radio stations, and a 
host of other enterprises. There are many men who could be motivated to 
engage in these type Christian professions but are in no way interested 
in pulpit ministry. Johnson C. Smith Seminary offers no training in such 
fields. 

The southeast is still a predominantly rural culture and rural 
poverty is just as acute as urban poverty. But, no courses whatsoever are 
taught at Johnson C. Smith Seminary that would train students for 
community organization, urban and rural planning, farmer’s coopera-
tives, and credit unions. Were such courses offered as a part of the BD 
curricula, why wouldn’t students be attracted to Johnson C. Smith Uni-
versity? 
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May I suggest that the southeast offers the last authentic social 
laboratory in America. With industrialization just beginning, with dese-
gregation slowly becoming a reality, what greater practical laboratory 
could White students ask for than that which the southeast offers? For 
too long, integration has been a one-way street and Negroes have always 
been the ones integrated and absorbed into our White institutions. But, 
the game isn’t being played that way anymore and Black people are say-
ing there’s something the Black church might teach the White church; 
that is not necessarily true that all that is black is inferior. 

It is interesting to me that up until 1954, White people (including 
our own church) said that Negro schools were equals, that Black stu-
dents were getting the same education as White students. But, all of a 
sudden with the 1954 Supreme Court decision decreeing that integration 
had to be, Black principals were no longer qualified to be principals over 
White students; a Black Ph.D. was not acceptable for employment at 
White colleges or seminaries; a Black doctor from a Negro medical school 
was not worthy of staff privileges at White hospitals; not yet is a Black 
Presbyterian preacher able to hold the pastorship of a White church. 
Events of the last few years lead me to say to you that this will not be the 
case anymore. Our young people are bucking the traces and chains of 
bigotry that for too long have imprisoned them and they are forming new 
alliances and friends. And that is why I say that with sufficient funds 
and a relevant curricula, there is no doubt whatever that White students 
would matriculate to Johnson C. Smith Seminary. And let us not forget 
that not even you would be attracted by a horse and buggy product in a 
jet-age world. Not even you could recruit students to come to a school 
that taught 1900 theology in 1968. 

Ladies and gentlemen, time does not permit to point out the 
many ways Johnson C. Smith Seminary can be streamlined to be an 
economically sound and efficiently operated institution, but there are 
ways. Instead, let me close with these final statements. 

First, let there be no doubt in your minds that we are here fight-
ing to save a seminary in the southeast. But, recognize too that there is 
universality inherent in this issue before you today. Shall theological 
training continue to be “ivory-towered” in its approach to human suffer-
ing and need? Or shall theological training be restructured and rede-
signed and made relevant to the times and the issues in which and with 
which we live, not only at Johnson C. Smith, but at every Presbyterian 
seminary. 

Secondly, the whole story about Johnson C. Smith Seminary is 
not recorded in the Blue Book. Some intense, behind the scenes inter-
play has taken place between the Theological Council and the Johnson 
C. Smith University Board of Trustees to bring this sad point to the Gen-
eral Assembly’s agenda. 

Thirdly, the time has not come yet when the Black church and 
the Black preacher have outlived their usefulness in our society and as 



ALL-BLACK GOVERNING BODIES 

180 

you prepare to vote, ask yourself this question: From whence shall come 
the leaders for our predominantly Negro Presbyterian churches in Ameri-
ca? In May 1968, only nine U.P.B.D. candidates who are Negroes will 
graduate. Five of these seniors are enrolled at Johnson C. Smith Univer-
sity Seminary. In the seven seminaries of our church, with an under-
graduate student body of 1,000, there are only twenty Negro United 
Presbyterian students enrolled—ten of these are at Johnson C. Smith 
University Seminary. 

For these reasons, we of Catawba Synod hope that you the 
people representing the wisdom and the strength and the faith of all we 
believe and cherish, we hope you will vote favorably for the amendment 
we shall ask be added to the Theological Council’s recommendations. We 
ask your support because we believe that once the lock is closed at 
Johnson C. Smith Seminary, it shall never open again in the southeast 
and the other recommendations of the council will be nothing more than 
activity in futility—full of sound and fury signifying nothing. 

Our hope is that this assembly will approve an allocation of up to 
$200,000 to keep the doors of Johnson C. Smith open for the year 1968–
69. Of course this depends upon the trustees of Johnson C. Smith res-
cinding their previous action. But, if the trustees of the university are too 
shortsighted to see the need for the continuance of the school, then we 
ask that the $200,000 you approve be available to transfer the seminary 
at Johnson C. Smith to the Interdenominational Theological Center in 
Atlanta, Georgia, for the year 1968–69. 

May God guide you in the decision you now must make! Thank 
You. [Address by the Reverend Robert L. Shirley, to the General Assem-
bly, United Presbyterian Church, U. S. A., 1968.] 

 

APPENDIX IV 

A Proposal for a Revitalized Seminary at 
Johnson C. Smith University 

By Robert L. Shirley 

[The Catawba Synod delegation not only appealed to the 1968 
General Assembly to retain Johnson C. Smith Seminary, but presented 
the following concrete proposal for its revitalization.] 

There is no justifiable reason why the seminary at Johnson C. 
Smith University cannot be kept open and continue to be a dynamic 



APPENDIX IV 

181 

force in providing ably prepared, committed ministerial leadership for the 
United Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A. Contrary to the opinion of the 
Johnson C. Smith University Trustee Board, we in Catawba Synod be-
lieve that with aggressive, creative programming and recruitment, the 
seminary can be totally revitalized and, to this end, we submit the follow-
ing proposal. 

I. Administration 

A. To pursue and achieve scholastic excellence, the seminary must have 
a wide degree of autonomy, independence, and flexibility, which hereto-
fore it has not had. Our strong recommendation is that the seminary be 
granted independent administrative control, with as minimal ties (admin-
istrative) as possible to the university. 

B. An independent advisory or trustee board should be established 
whose sole responsibility will be the governing of the affairs of the semi-
nary. A majority of members on that board should be knowledgeable of 
and sympathetic to the contemporary focus, thrust, and needs of theo-
logical training in today’s society. For purposes of coordination, repre-
sentatives from this board should sit on the university board of trustees 
to support and coordinate the policies and practices of the seminary in 
the total university complex. 

II. Staff 

A. The dean of the seminary must be a man of high qualifications as an 
educator, creator, initiator, and, above all, communicator with the 
masses of people from whence must come seminary support, money, and 
students. 

B. Other members of the seminary staff should be eminently qualified 
in their particular fields and special efforts should be made to provide on 
staff such men as are trained in the new dimensions and extensions of 
Christian mission, notably social work, community organization, political 
sciences, etc. 

III. Facilities 

A. A cooperative, contractual agreement should be made with the uni-
versity that adequate facilities shall be permanently provided to meet the 
needs of the seminary. This pertains to office space, library space, stu-
dent living quarters, eating facilities, etc. 

B. To facilitate training opportunities, it may be necessary to lease, rent, 
or otherwise provide off-campus facilities. Such possibilities should be 
explored. 

IV. Library 

As a cost economizer, the seminary and college libraries may be 
consolidated under one roof. The cost of full-time library staff could be 
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shared. A section of the library could be set aside for those books and 
aids as would meet the qualifications for accreditation of the seminary. 

V. Program and Curriculum 

A. A thorough study of curricula offerings of the seminary should be 
made towards the goal of completely revamping and retooling to meet the 
crucial needs and demands of ministers in today’s rural, suburban, and 
inner-city world. 

B. It is questionable that such courses as Greek, Hebrew, and theology 
should continue to have the heavy emphasis and priority that they now 
have. 

C. As a means of attracting more students, as well as attracting an ad-
ditional “type” student, a series of new “degree programs” should be in-
itiated: 

1. Christian education degree, 
2. Master’s degree in Christian education, 
3. Combination B.D. and C.E. degree, or 
4. Combination C.E. Master’s and B.D. degree. 

D. In conjunction with the college and other neighboring universities, a 
master’s degree program could be initiated whereby social work, social 
work administration, community organization, or urban planning could 
be combined with a divinity degree. 

E. A department of continuing education, providing pastors, church 
officers, and lay leaders with up-to-date training in a variety of subjects 
pertaining to contemporary social and community problems should be 
initiated. 

F. The field work opportunities for divinity students in the seminary 
should be revamped and expanded to give future pastors the broadest of 
practical experience. 

Such new types of field work might include: 

1. Hospital chaplaincy; 
2. Prison chaplaincy, including rehabilitation services; 
3. Migrant ministries; 
4. Radio, television, and other audiovisual ministries; 
5. Drama and repertoire theatre ministries; 
6. Experimental Christian education literature development; 
7. Urban inner-city work through antipoverty agencies, social 

work agencies, police and human relations commissions, urban renewal 
and city planning agencies, neighborhood centers, YMCA’s, coffee hous-
es, new school programs such as preschool, kindergarten, tutorial pro-
grams, etc. 
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VI. Student Recruitment 

A. A full-time recruiting program, utilizing a staff recruiter, should be 
employed to encourage the matriculation of students at the seminary. 

B. Every mode of publicity and public relations should be utilized in the 
recruitment process. 

C. Ecumenical contacts should be encouraged for cooperative support 
and recruitment purposes. 

D. A revamping of the student financial assistance program should be 
done to ensure that every potential student interested in a ministerial or 
Christian education career knows of and has access to every source of 
scholarship aid available. Local pastors, school guidance counselors, and 
parents should be adequately informed. 

VII. Finances 

A. The boards and agencies of our church should be encouraged to in-
vest substantial sums of money into the seminary on a continuing basis 
so that the seminary can attain accreditation and status, regardless of 
whether or not the seminary becomes self-sustaining in the next five 
years. The concern of the church in developing strong Negro leadership 
should be such as to make this one of its top priorities. 

B. A separate treasury and realistic budget should be maintained by the 
seminary apart from the university and a new process of record-keeping 
be devised. 

C. The services of a full-time consultant should be employed whose sole 
responsibility would be the finding of sources of financial support for the 
seminary and the writing of appropriate proposals and forms of eligibility 
to qualify for the same. 

D. That Catawba Synod judicatories and local churches concern them-
selves more tangibly with the concerns and needs of the seminary and 
that, as a part of the synod causes, a substantial contribution of money 
be given the seminary on a yearly basis. 

The immediate implementation of the proposal above presented 
could reflect a tangible revitalization of Johnson C. Smith University Se-
minary. We in Catawba Synod are committed to work with the trustees of 
Johnson C. Smith University, the Council on Theological Education, the 
boards and agencies of our church in making this proposal a reality. We 
challenge your cooperation. (Printed in the Catawba Synod Argus, Vol. 
12, No. 2, April 1968.) 
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APPENDIX V 

[A sermon by J. Metz Rollins Jr., preached in Trinity Presbyte-
rian Church, Tallahassee, Florida, November 11, 1956.] 

Editor’s Note 

In the editorial of a recent issue, attention was called to the lea-
dership of the ministers in Tallahassee, Florida, and Montgomery, Ala-
bama. 

The leadership of the Negro ministers in Tallahassee has been 
unusually effective. Some of them have been victims of reprisals on the 
part of those who are afraid of integration. Rev. Metz Rollins, a young, 
intelligent, and brilliant minister, has been one of the ministers whom 
the pro-segregationists have tried to destroy. 

The church that he now serves is a mission of the First Pres-
byterian Church in Tallahassee. Because of his effectiveness as a leader 
in civic affairs among the Negro citizens of Tallahassee, those persons of 
the First Presbyterian Church in charge of the mission that Rev. Rollins 
is serving have given to the members of his mission an ultimatum to the 
effect that if the congregation does not drop Rev. Rollins as their minis-
ter, the church will withdraw the aid that it now gives to the mission. 

Rev. Rollins delivered this sermon (part of which is printed in 
this issue of Catawba Argus) before his congregation after the ultimatum 
had been issued. 

Theme: “Being Faithful to Christ’s Command” 

Text: “If any man would come after me, let him deny himself and 
take up his cross and follow me. For whoever loses his life for my sake 
and the gospel’s will save it” (St. Mark 8:34, 35). 

Churches, like people, cannot escape the hour of crisis when it 
discovers itself in a predicament that calls for choices of far-reaching im-
port. This is so because the church is made up of people, and their ac-
tions within or from circumstances without bring a particular church to 
an hour of momentous decision. Crisis can be a painful experience for an 
individual or for a whole church. So much depends on the choice made; 
consequences are often more than we had anticipated. Churches, like 
individuals, could wish to avoid coming to the crossroads in their jour-
ney. Choices made under the stress of crisis can be painful experiences. 
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Significantly enough, in the history of the Church and in the 
record of the lives of those who have contributed most to its life, it has 
been these hours of crisis with their momentous decisions that have 
been the highwater marks, the turning point in the life of the church or 
the person. Such was the case with Martin Luther, a personal crisis led 
him to become critical of the teaching of the church and some of the cus-
toms that were part and parcel of its life. Believing that only God could 
justify and forgive, Luther was moved to attack the sale of indulgences 
and the easy purchase of forgiveness. This brought him, naturally 
enough, into conflict with the leaders of the church who profited from the 
sale of indulgences. Also, some of Luther’s teachings, stemming from the 
doctrine of “justification by faith,” seemed to threaten some of the che-
rished traditions built up by the Church through the years. At last he 
was called before the Imperial Council at Worms; there he was con-
fronted with some of his books and asked whether he would recant them 
or not. Luther requested time for reflection. A day was given him to think 
over his decision. On the next afternoon, he stood before the assembly 
and stated that he could not retract unless convinced of its wrongfulness 
by Scripture or adequate argument. The Emperor could hardly believe 
his ears and he terminated the discussion. The words “I cannot do oth-
erwise. Here I stand. God help me. Amen.” express the substance of his 
unshaken determination and gave proof to his dauntless courage. 

Luther’s decision jeopardized his very life, put him outside the 
pale of the Roman Catholic Church and the Reformation was then in full 
swing. Thus, in an hour of crisis and because Luther stood firm by his 
convictions, a new spiritual wind blew through the life of the Church, 
causing even those who opposed him to examine their position and make 
some changes in the light of his criticism. So great spiritual progress in 
the life of the church follows the pattern of crisis, opposition, a decision 
to be made, and the consequences thereof. 

Events in the life of this congregation have been slowly building 
up to the point where pastor and people find themselves in the position 
where they must come to a decision. The decision that we must make 
will have consequences far beyond the bounds of Tallahassee, but will 
influence the course of the general church, especially in her work among 
Negroes. 

Let us examine our situation, try to place it in a sort of historical 
setting, for we are making history, you know. Here in this part of Florida 
we find ourselves and the church of which we are a part confronted with 
an involved racial situation. There has been no relief forthcoming from 
the church because the very church that we belong to has, until a few 
years ago, been silent on the racial question. Even after pronouncements 
on the assembly level, the Florida Presbytery within whose bounds we 
find ourselves has refused to receive the ministers and elders of this 
church into its membership. Therefore, we had to seek membership 
elsewhere, in an all-Negro Presbytery far removed geographically from 
Tallahassee. Church policy in this case was set aside rather than come to 
grips with the deep spiritual and moral implications of the practice of the 
brotherhood within the bounds of Florida Presbytery. 
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Because of this peculiar set of circumstances, First Presbyterian 
Church undertook the sponsorship of the Negro work in Tallahassee, 
which came to be known as Trinity Presbyterian Church, organized Jan-
uary 31, 1954. From the beginning, it has never been a satisfactory rela-
tionship because everyone with any spiritual and moral sensitivity knew 
the bigger issue had not been faced with any degree of courage or can-
dor. Further, it was not satisfactory because again it was not in accord 
with the government of the church to have one church with its own mi-
nister, elders, and deacons being responsible to another church. Local 
Presbyterian churches and their ministers are responsible only to the 
fathers and brethren of the presbytery in which they hold membership. 

The awkwardness of this situation has finally brought us to the 
point of crisis, of strained relationship. Why so? Because the minister of 
Trinity Church, acting according to dictates of his convictions, became 
involved in the local protest against segregated seating on the buses and 
the subsequent movement that evolved from the events of the arrest of 
the “A. & M.” coeds. 

Because of his leadership in the organization that spearheaded 
the protest, because he dared speak out publicly against the evils of the 
unjust system and against the men who were determined to uphold that 
system, your minister now finds himself out of favor, a controversial fig-
ure. A goodly number of the sponsoring church now feel that they can no 
longer sponsor, encourage, and work with the Trinity Church in its 
building program as long as the present minister remains as leader of the 
congregation. It is one man’s conviction “That the church will become 
nothing but a headquarters for integration.” This feeling has lead the 
session of the First Presbyterian Church to confront the minister and 
officers of Trinity Church with a decision. “Either Mr. Rollins as minister 
must give up his active participation in the protest movement or else the 
First Presbyterian Church can no longer continue to sponsor this 
church.” 

What it amounts to is this—nothing more than a threat not wor-
thy of Christians. These are your circumstances: Since you are not 
members of Florida Presbytery, and will never be in the foreseeable fu-
ture, and you belong to an impoverished Negro Presbytery, through 
which Negro Work Campaign funds are not administered, you will not be 
able to get the sizeable grant of money so necessary to build the fine 
church plant we had envisioned for you and your congregation to work 
and worship in. This they can do, and if we fail to accede to their ultima-
tum, we have no recourse for we do not belong to Florida Presbytery. 
Further, the Division of Negro Work considers this a racial squabble in 
which they cannot get involved. A representative of the unit did, on 
Wednesday night past, a masterful job of fence-sitting. 

Now Trinity and its minister find themselves in the hour of crisis, 
a crisis that cries desperately for a decision, and a wise one, on the part 
of pastor and people. This sermon, profoundly personal, is a part of your 
minister’s own soul-searching as he wrestles with a problem that is pe-
culiarly his own and yet does and will affect the future of Trinity Presby-
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terian Church. I’ve asked myself, “in the face of the small membership 
and its financial resources, will we on our own be able to build a physical 
plant that will enable us to carry on an adequate ministry to the com-
munity?” 

Should I submit to their demand and withdraw from this move-
ment that has meant so much to our people in Tallahassee? After all, 
perhaps I was wrong in joining such a movement without thinking about 
the consequences of my action upon my church. If I withdraw, then the 
building we dreamed about, planned for, will become a reality and we will 
be able to do the things that a church is supposed to do. Again, I proba-
bly acted irrationally and emotionally and said some things in the course 
of this protest that would have been better unsaid. Perhaps I had no 
right to offend the powers that be in First Presbyterian Church. Let’s face 
it, you came here primarily to organize a congregation and help them get 
a building, not to fight against segregation, and if this movement is going 
to keep you from attaining your primary goal you ought to be willing to 
bow out graciously regardless of what some people will think or say. After 
all, that will take courage of sorts. This reveals to you in part the turmoil 
of my thoughts as I have sought to make a choice at the crossroads of 
my ministry at Trinity Church and to our people at large in the city of 
Tallahassee. 

I not only thought of my own personal responsibility, but I tried 
to put myself into the place of those whom I serve, you the members of 
my flock. After all, what Rev. Rollins has done is good, but if he sticks by 
his guns he will put us into a difficult situation. We don’t have the re-
sources to build this church without outside aid. He ought to be able to 
see that it’s going to mean too much hard work, too much sacrificial ef-
forts, and take too long to build a nice church. Perhaps it would be better 
for him and us to compromise at this point that we might see this build-
ing that we planned become a reality and then later we can afford to be 
militant and assert ourselves. He should know that mission churches 
can’t throw their weight around. 

Of course you know that I thought of the other side of this ques-
tion too, for I know you too well to think that such thoughts, though 
lurking in the minds of some, would be the general sentiment of this 
congregation when it came to a vote. And I could not be true to this high 
and holy office of pastor and preacher if I did not consider the other side 
of our decision in the light of our relationship to the Head of the Church, 
Christ Himself. For beloved, this crisis cannot be met, this dilemma re-
solved purely in terms of church membership alone, that is, this rela-
tionship to Trinity as an organization. There is more than meets the eye 
in this institution. For if it were just along practical considerations alone 
we would have—your officers and I—answered “yes” without too much 
concern. But someone else is involved in the matter. It is the question of 
our faithfulness and fidelity to Christ. Church membership doesn’t au-
tomatically guarantee that we will be good disciples. 

So, I believe that we must take Christ into consideration. It is 
one of the advantages of good things that come from crisis—we are dri-
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ven to reexamine our relationship to Jesus Christ. It is in these desperate 
hours when we wrestle with a great problem such as ours that we really 
come to know Him as the Living Lord who desires of those who would be 
disciples of his unswerving obedience. For we are not just making a deci-
sion about the physical plant, we are deciding whether we shall really 
witness for Him in this particular situation. We are putting to the acid 
test our faith in Him in a time when our souls are sorely tried. 

To me, the challenge of discipleship and Christian witness is 
brought home to us best in one of the greatest declarations that Jesus 
ever made—“If any man would come after me, let him deny himself and 
take up his cross and follow me.” The key words in this text as they affect 
us and the decision we must make are “deny” and “cross.” “Deny,” as 
used here by Jesus, is not a vague, foggy word, easy to evade. Its stark 
demand is appallingly clear. Denying ourselves means more than refus-
ing to give things to ourselves, little luxuries and delights. In so doing, we 
come to the point where we make a virtue of our self-control and gene-
rosity, applauding ourselves, spiritual Little Jack Homers, saying “what a 
good boy am I!” The denial of self goes deeper than that, and it is pro-
foundly relevant to our present circumstance. 

Ask yourself why the church’s witness in the world is so weak 
and a part of the answer lies in the fact that her members are not willing 
to give obedience to this basic command of the Master. Those people 
downtown have not thought of advancing the Kingdom of God, they’ve 
thought of themselves and their pride in being of a dominant group and 
so they can, because they have the power, thrust such a demand upon 
us. They have not denied self enough to the point where they can give 
their aid and support to us without the traditional string attached. 

It is two-edged. We cannot think too much about self in this sit-
uation. We must forego and deny the personal disappointment that will 
surely come with more delay because we refused to accede. We must be 
willing to deny self and our inclinations toward an easier pathway for no 
other Christ’s sake. We must be willing to deny self by putting self at the 
disposal of His Cause. 

This is not easy. When the call comes for a church to deny itself 
and take up the cross it is more difficult. It is difficult for us as a church 
to put a larger good, the freedom of speech and the right of self-
determination, above financial help and the prestige and pride that 
comes from having a beautiful building to work and worship in. But this 
we must do, for in so doing we will save our life as individuals and the 
church. I’ve seen mission pastors and churches literally sell their souls 
to sponsoring churches because the ministers looked for financial securi-
ty and the people rationalized themselves into believing that the only way 
they could build a church was with the financial aid of White Christians 
who gave of their substance in such a way as to want their pride and ego 
fed by poor Negro Christians who had not yet arrived to help themselves. 
It’s a terrible price to pay. 

[The concluding segment of this sermon has not been found.]
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APPENDIX VI 

All-Black Governing Bodies in the Predecessor  
Denominations of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) 

I. PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH IN THE UNITED STATES 

Presbyteries  
Abbeville 1897–1916 
Chester 1897–1907 
N.E. Georgia 1904–1916 
Texas 1888–1916 
Zion 1891–1901 

Snedecor Memorial Synod 1917–1957 
Presbyteries  

Central Alabama 1890–1966 
Central Louisiana 1916–1952 
Ethel (Mississippi) 1891–1952 
North and South Carolina 1876–1952 
Georgia-Carolina 1952–1967 
Louisiana-Mississippi 1952–1968 
Carolina 1967–1968 

I I .  P R E S B Y T E R I A N  C H U R C H  I N  T H E  
UNITED STATES OF AMERICA 

Synod of Atlantic 
 

1868–1965 (changed to South  
Carolina-Georgia in 1966) 

Presbyteries  
Atlantic 1868–1957 
Catawba 
 

1867–1887 (dismissed to  
Catawba Synod) 

Knox 1868–1957 
East Florida 1872–1905 
Fairfield 1872–1957 
Yadkin 
 

1886–1887 (dismissed to  
Catawba Synod) 

McClelland 1885–1957 
Cape Fear 
 

1886–1887 (dismissed to  
Catawba Synod) 
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South Florida 1886–1905 
East Florida 1887–1905 
Hodge 1902–1957 
Fairfield-McClelland 1959– 
Knox Hodge 1959–1965 

Catawba Synod 1887–1972 

Presbyteries  
Cape Fear 1887–1988 
Catawba 1887–1988 
Yadkin 1877–1988 
Southern Virginia 1889–1988 

East Tennessee Synod 1905–1935 

Presbyteries  
Birmingham 1907–1935 
LaVere 1907–1935 
Rogersville 1907–1935 

Blue Ridge Synod 
 

1935–1958 (successor to East  
Tennessee Synod 

Presbyteries  

Birmingham 1936–1958 (dismissed to  
Synod of Mid-South) 

LaVere 1936–1958 
Rogersville 1936–1958 

Canadian Synod 1907–1955 

Presbyteries  
Kiamichi 1907–1955 
Rendall 1907–1955 
White River 1907–1955 

Presbytery of Lincoln 1909–1934 

All-Black presbytery in Synod of Kentucky 

III. UNITED PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH OF NORTH AMERICA 

Tennessee Presbytery 1866–1958  
All-Black presbytery in Second Synod 
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John Gloucester, pastor, First African Elo Henderson 
Presbyterian Church, Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania, 1811–21 

Atlantic Synodical Convention/School of Methods  
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Catawba Synod Leadership Training School. 

Women from Atlantic and Catawba synods attending National Presbyterian 
Women Conference at Purdue University (1958). First row from left to right are 
Bessie Anthony McCloud, Agnes Wilson, and Eunice Simmons, Second row from 
left to right are Marcia Marion, Constance Stinson, Eunice Washington, and Nan 
Davis.  
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Atlantic Synod Council. First row from left to right are Charles W. Talley, 
executive; T.B. Jones, president, Harbison College; (first name unknown) 
Henderson, stated clerk, Atlantic Presbytery; Milton E. Cox; F. Perry Metz, synod 
stated clerk; and John M. Ellis. Second row from left to right are James Herbert 
Nelson Sr.; (subject unknown); Elliott L. McAdams; William Mercer; Pickins A. 
Patterson; James H. Hudson; and Hampton T. McFadden. Third row from left to 
right are Abraham H. Price; (subject unknown); E. McKay Miller, Mrs. Moses; 
John B. Moses; J.T. Jones; and Ferdinand Pharr. 

Workers’ Conference.  
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School of Methods. 

 
Westminster Summer Conference Group, Florida N&I School, Saint Augustine, 
Florida.  
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From left to right are five moderators: Robert T. Newbold Jr., Hodge Presbytery; 
Marvin Flack, Rogersville Presbytery; Hardy Liston Sr., Catawba Presbytery; Frank 
R. Gordon, White River Presbytery; and John D. (Pete) Peterson, Yadkin 
Presbytery. 

 
From left to right are John T. Peters, Frank Shirley, and Charles Winslow Talley 
(1952).  
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The student council in session at Coulter Academy.  

George Waldo Long, president 
of Coulter Academy. 
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Graduation at Barber-Scotia College. 

 

The Reverend Dr. William H. Sheppard (missionary to the Congolese) and family.  



211 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Deacons and elders with their wives at the Goodwill Presbyterian Church session.  

Lucy Craft Laney. 
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