
 

 

The Civil Rights Movement and Interracial Unity within the 

Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) 

Lawrence A. Q. Burnley 

What role did the Civil Rights Movement play in the mid-twentieth century as an agent 

of religious unity? Conversely, what role did this movement play in exacerbating preexisting 

racial divisions? This chapter will focus primarily on the construction of race; thus, efforts to 

achieve interracial unity will be the subject under discussion. That being said, it is important to 

note the existence of multiple identities such as gender, sexual orientation, class, various forms 

of cognitive and physical ableness, and religion/spirituality, just to name some; the myriad ways 

they intersect; and the various ways they have been influenced by socioeconomic and political 

forces associated with the Civil Rights Movement. A single chapter can barely give adequate 

examination to the complex topic of interracial unity, so our discussion here will be limited to 

the social constructions of race.  

This chapter will examine ways “interracial unity” has been conceived and the manner in 

which these conceptions found expression before, during, and after the Civil Rights Movement. 

After defining terms revolving around Christian unity and race relations, the chapter analyzes the 

influence of the Civil Rights Movement on interracial unity in American society in general 

before exploring the Stone-Campbell Movement in particular, focusing on the Christian Church 

(Disciples of Christ). In the end, the Civil Rights Movement has had mixed results in its 

influence on interracial unity within the Christian church. For both civil rights and interracial 

unity in the church, the gains have been enormous, but we still have a long way to go. 

Interracial Unity  

Any response to the aforementioned questions must begin with clarifying what we mean 

by “unity.” On the one hand, unity from the perspective of some European American (white) 



 

 

2 

leaders within Protestant Christian movements can be understood as a salutary theological idea 

that has impacted race relations both negatively and positively, as Gardiner Shattuck Jr. 

describes in Episcopalians and Race: Civil War to Civil Rights. Shattuck writes, 

White leaders in the Episcopal Church have generally understood unity—the 

unity of humankind, created by God, redeemed (as the Nicene Creed says) by 

“one Lord Jesus Christ,” and gathered by the Holy Spirit in the church—as a 

salutary theological concept. Yet in spite of the undeniable religious truth of that 

ideal, it has also been misapplied and used to repress divergent voices and 

concerns within the church. Thus, the quest for ecclesiastical and social unity has 

had negative as well as positive consequences for African Americans and, akin to 

the myth of the harmonious, biracial plantation of the Old South, has tended to 

promote the invisibility (to use Ralph Ellison’s famous metaphor) of black people 

within decision-making areas of the Episcopal Church.1  

On the other hand, religious unity—specifically interracial unity within Protestant 

ecclesial expressions of the Christian faith—can be understood as the development and 

implementation of collaborative interracial strategies, policies, and practices committed to 

understanding, identifying, and dismantling all forms of racism (structural, systemic, and 

individual) within the church and the broader society. An example of an articulated intent to 

demonstrate interracial unity understood in this way is a General Synod resolution of the United 

Church of Christ (UCC), which calls for the UCC to be an “anti-racist church.” The “2003 

General Synod Multiracial/Multicultural Addendum to the 1993 Pronouncement and Proposal 

for Action” reads in part,  

WHEREAS, racism is rooted in a belief of the superiority of whiteness and 

bestows benefits, unearned rights, rewards, opportunities, advantages, access, and 

privilege on Europeans and European descendants; and 

WHEREAS, the reactions of people of color to racism are internalized through 

destructive patterns of feelings and behaviors impacting their physical, emotional, 

and mental health and their spiritual and familial relationships; and 

                                                 
1 Gardiner H. Shattuck Jr., Episcopalians & Race: Civil War to Civil Rights, Religion in the South 

(Lexington: University of Kentucky Press, 2000), p. 4.  
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WHEREAS, through institutionalized racism, laws, customs, traditions, and 

practices systemically foster inequalities; … 

THEREFORE LET IT BE RESOLVED, that the United Church of Christ is 

called to be an antiracist church and that we encourage all Conferences and 

Associations and local churches of the United Church of Christ to adopt anti-

racism mandates, including policy that encourages anti-racism programs for all 

United Church of Christ staff and volunteers; and 

LET IT BE FURTHER RESOLVED, that Conferences and Associations and 

local churches facilitate programs within their churches that would examine both 

historic and contemporary forms of racism and its effects and that the programs 

be made available to the churches.2 

This pronouncement reflects UCC’s understanding of the systemic and structural 

dimensions of racism, the complex ways racism impacts certain expressions of the human 

family, and their belief that an authentic commitment to following Christ involves actions that 

are antithetical to efforts which seek to advance racism. The pronouncement seeks, or at least 

creates the possibility, to critically examine complex issues tied to race. It identifies some of the 

conditions leading to the creation of race as a social category and the ways this social 

construction has privileged some and disadvantaged others—and continues to do so—in both 

historical and contemporary contexts. In this way, the quest for unity is positioned not only to 

achieve equality from a theological standpoint, but also to address conditions that allow for 

persistent systemic inequities that disproportionately impact persons based on real and/or 

perceived racial identity.  

Unity, particularly within the context of interracial engagement, as it was framed by 

Shattuck, is misleading and paternalistic at its core and constitutes another form of racism. In his 

review of Shattuck’s monograph, Clark M. Brittain underscores this point with this observation: 

Prior to the Brown decision, the racism of white Episcopalians took the form of 

paternalism: their lesser but certainly beloved black members needed the guidance 

                                                 
2 “Anti-Racist Church,” United Church of Christ (emphasis original), accessed December 31, 2017,  

http://www.ucc.org/justice_racism_anti-racist-church. 
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of their white brethren. Shattuck says Episcopal leaders accepted segregation and 

did not believe that change would occur soon. Moreover, despite the genuine 

desire of many African American Episcopalians to remain within the Anglican 

Tradition, the sometimes more blatant racism of many laypeople, such as Jessie 

Ball duPont, always relegated blacks to a powerless place in the Church. Thus the 

Episcopal Church’s rhetoric of unity clearly did not extend to the practice of 

equality among its black members.3 

Conversely, and for the purpose of this chapter, Christian interracial unity is an outcome 

of interracial social relationships grounded in an understanding of the gospel of Christ, 

intentionally functioning in direct and purposeful opposition to all forms of racism. Put simply 

by James Cone, “racism is incompatible with the Gospel of Christ.”4  

Interracial unity understood in this way results in members of the Body of Christ seeking 

to transcend racialized divisions in the church and broader society, compelled as followers of 

Christ to understand and dismantle racism in all its forms. Interracial unity begins with naming, 

examining, and understanding what race actually is. This includes an intentional and ongoing 

examination of socioeconomic and historical forces that created this false social construct and its 

persistent and pervasive impact on the human condition. According to Joseph Barndt,  

Race is an arbitrary (specious, false) socio/biological construct created by 

Europeans during the time of world wide colonial expansion and adapted in the 

political and social structures of the United States, to assign human worth and 

social status, using themselves as the model of humanity, for the purpose of 

legitimizing White power and White skin privilege.5 

First and foremost, interracial unity begins with a willingness of all members within the 

Body of Christ to talk about race. As simple as this may seem, efforts to achieve interracial unity 

                                                 
3 Clark M. Brittain, review of Episcopalians & Race, by Shattuck, Journal of Southern Religion 4 (2001), 

accessed January 5, 2018, http://jsr.fsu.edu/2001/reviews/brittain.htm. 
4 James Cone, Black Theology of Liberation, C. Eric Lincoln Series in Black Religion (Philadelphia: J.B. 

Lippincott & Co., 1970), p. 49.  
5 Joseph Barndt, Understanding and Dismantling Racism: The Twenty-First Century Challenge to White 

America (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2007), p. 72. 
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are often thwarted due to reluctance, largely by whites, to engage in such conversations. This 

concern led Beverly Daniels Tatum to ask the question, “Can we talk about race?” She writes, 

Can we talk about race? Do we know how? Does the childhood segregation of our 

schools and neighborhoods [and our churches] and the silence about race in our 

culture inhibit our capacity to have meaningful dialogue with others, particularly 

in the context of cross-racial relationships? … Can we get beyond our fear, our 

sweaty palms, our anxiety about saying the wrong things, or use the wrong words, 

and have an honest conversation about racial issues? … Can we talk about race? 

By “we”: I mean those of us who are in leadership positions in education—as 

faculty, as administrators, as men and women of influence [and as clergy, lay 

leaders and followers of Christ].6 

Talking about race—or the choice to avoid such engagement—continues to play a role in 

the church’s ability to achieve interracial unity. 

Civil Rights Movement 

For many African Americans, and later others, any notion of interracial unity was 

fundamentally flawed apart from addressing issues of power and reparations. After efforts by 

African Americans and their allies to achieve equality and racial justice were met with outright 

and sometimes violent rejection by whites both within and beyond the church, a call for black 

empowerment and the creation and control of separate spaces emerged in various forms. 

Prohibited from equitable access to spaces of worship, education, employment, healthcare, 

business ventures, and civic engagement, African Americans were forced either to accept an 

imposed dehumanizing status of second-class citizenry or create spaces for themselves that 

responded to their needs. The conditions gave birth to what Albert Raboteau referred to as the 

“invisible institution,” which would eventually become a visible institution as the Black Church. 

Created by various methods of de jure and de facto segregation, the Black Church became itself 

                                                 
6 Beverly Daniel Tatum, Can We Talk about Race? And Other Conversations in an Era of School 

Resegregation, Simmons College/Beacon Press Race, Education, and Democracy Series (Boston: Beacon 

Press, 2007), p. xiii. 
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a form of self-segregation.7 I discuss in The Cost of Unity the historical conditions that informed 

the creation of the Black Church and the choice by African Americans to form and sustain these 

spaces.  

It would be a gross understatement to say that freedom in church worship was 

important for blacks. Before and after manumission, worship provided a great 

many blacks with one of the few opportunities to express fully—with mind, body, 

and spirit—the pain wrought from the brutality of chattel enslavement. It also 

enabled them to express the pain of other forms of racial, class, and gender 

oppression as well as vocal moans born of unimaginable emotional, 

psychological, and physical pain. Conversely, worship also provided the 

opportunity for many to express the joy born of experiencing the evidence of 

God’s grace and love in the midst of seemingly insurmountable circumstances, a 

joy that surpasses rational understanding. To be able to engage in such expression 

without fear of white reprisal or judgment is a point often missed by historians 

and other religious scholars. Church was where blacks could express their hope 

for a better day while living in ostensibly hopeless situations. It was hope rooted 

in the belief that God could make a way when there seemed to be no way at all. 

This form of worship required a rational decision to believe and trust in a God 

that could not be seen, yet it also embodied a faith that transcended the dimension 

of reason.8 

Today, groups within the Stone-Campbell Movement who experienced persistent 

marginalization and paternalistic treatment by whites have maintained separate spaces and 

organizational structures. These, as in years past, allow for greater value of their voices in 

theological discourse and affirmation of their culture’s attention to concerns of these groups. 

Within the Disciples of Christ, groups with primary racial/ethnic identity include the National 

Convocation (African American), the North American Pacific/Asian Disciples, and Hispanic 

Ministries.  

Martin Luther King Jr.’s observation and critique that “it is appalling that the most 

segregated hour of Christian America is eleven o’clock on Sunday morning” rings as true today 

as when he spoke these words in 1960. When given the opportunity to worship apart from white 

                                                 
7 Albert Raboteau, Slave Religion: The “Invisible Institution” in the Antebellum South (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1978; updated 2004). 
8 Burnley, The Cost of Unity, pp. 118-9. 
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control, and undoubtedly when they formally separated from white congregations, blacks 

worshiped in ways that gave expression to their cultural orientation and were both responsive to 

and informed by their socioeconomic and political situation. Freedom to worship allowed black 

people to express their lived experiences in a way that was responsive to their socio-emotional 

and spiritual needs. Black Christians were an extremely ecumenical group. It was not unusual for 

black members of churches affiliated with the Stone-Campbell Movement to worship together 

and have pulpit exchanges with Baptists, Methodists, and others. Surely both emotion and reason 

would find full expression in these services. 

Contrary to any desire to achieve interracial unity with whites, African American leaders 

before and during the Civil Rights Movement—Richard Allen, Denmark Vesey, Jarena Lee, 

Sojourner Truth, David Walker, Edward Wilmot Blyden, Marcus Garvey, Albert Cleage, and 

Elijah Muhammad, to name only a few—led movements aimed at separation, self-empowerment, 

and self-sufficiency. Theological constructions of black empowerment, a reframing of the gospel 

message, and reinterpretations of the African past that challenged dominant Eurocentric 

presentations predate James Cone’s Black Theology and Black Power in 1969; Kwame Ture’s9 

call for black power; and El Hajj Malik El-Shabazz’s clarion call for freedom, justice, and 

equality “by any means necessary.”10 These and others were convinced that attempts at achieving 

liberation and equality with whites through racial integration were futile.  

Rightly or wrongly, the genesis, advancement, leadership, and eventual decline of the 

Civil Rights Movement is often tied to the life, ministry, and death of Martin Luther King Jr. 

                                                 
9 Former name: Stokely Carmichael. 
10 El Hajj Malik El-Shabazz (Malcolm X), “Malcolm X’s Speech at the Founding Rally of the 

Organization of Afro-American Unity,” New York, NY, June 28, 1964, BlackPast.org, accessed January 

5, 2018, http://www.blackpast.org/1964-malcolm-x-s-speech-founding-rally-organization-afro-american-

unity.  
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Some scholars have located the earliest stages of this movement to the efforts, largely by women, 

to desegregate the armed forces during the decade leading to the start of World War II. Some 

point to the “Double V” (victory at home and victory abroad) during the war. Others trace the 

most significant and organized push to achieve civil rights by and for black people to the efforts 

of veterans who, after gallant service in defense of the nation and the democratic principles upon 

which it was built, returned home to persistent racist policies and practices in the U.S. Still others 

mark the start of the movement with Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka (1954), which was 

met with celebration by some and resistance by others.  

Without question, the most celebrated, and in some circles the most vilified, figure 

associated with this movement is Martin Luther King Jr. Canonized, and not by accident,11 in our 

collective historical memory are the words spoken from the steps of the Lincoln Memorial on 

August 28, 1963, in which he cast a prophetic vision of racial justice and unity within and 

beyond the church. He said, in part: 

I have a dream that my four little children will one day live in a nation where they 

will not be judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their character. I 

have a dream today [that] … little black boys and black girls will be able to join 

hands with little white boys and white girls and walk together as sisters and 

brothers.12 

Once this freedom is achieved, according to King, the church, indeed the human family, 

will be positioned to accelerate movement toward the realization of what he would later describe 

as the “beloved community.” 

                                                 
11 Historians have influenced our collective memory of King in a way that does not cultivate a nuanced 

understanding of his political, ideological, and theological evolution. This is due largely to the massive 

exposure to the last two minutes of his famous 1963 speech, “I have a Dream…,” with little consideration 

of his views toward the end of his life. Of particular note is his critique of the war in Vietnam as outlined 

in his “Beyond Vietnam” discussed below. It was a powerfully complex critique, but in my experience 

very few people know much about King’s views as articulated in this speech. 
12 Martin Luther King Jr., “I Have A Dream…” Speech at the March on Washington, Washington, DC, 

August 28, 1963, p. 5. Text available at the National Archives, 

https://www.archives.gov/files/press/exhibits/dream-speech.pdf.  
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And when this happens, and when we allow freedom to ring … we will be able to 

speed up that day when all of God’s children, black men and white men, Jews and 

Gentiles, Protestants and Catholics, will be able to join hands and sing in the word 

of that old Negro spiritual, “Free at last! Free at last! Thank God almighty, we are 

free at last!”13  

Speaking about her late husband’s vision of the beloved community, Coretta Scott King 

stated, 

Dr. King’s Beloved Community is a global vision in which all people can share in 

the wealth of the earth. In the Beloved Community, poverty, hunger and 

homelessness will not be tolerated because international standards of human 

decency will not allow it. Racism and all forms of discrimination, bigotry and 

prejudice will be replaced by an all-inclusive spirit of sisterhood and 

brotherhood.14 

 

To be clear, while the beloved community envisioned racial justice and unity, it did not 

presuppose the absence of conflict. The King Center in Atlanta, Georgia, expands on this point: 

Dr. King’s Beloved Community was not devoid of interpersonal, group or 

international conflict. Instead he recognized that conflict was an inevitable part of 

human experience. But he believed that conflicts could be resolved peacefully and 

adversaries could be reconciled through a mutual, determined commitment to 

nonviolence. No conflict, he believed, need erupt in violence. And all conflicts in 

The Beloved Community should end with reconciliation of adversaries 

cooperating together in a spirit of friendship and goodwill.15 

Throughout his life, King identified not only spiritual barriers of achieving racial justice 

and unity, but also fundamental structural barriers preventing the realization of the beloved 

community. Toward the end of his life—again in the prophetic tradition of the church—King 

named the destructive, powerful, and complex forces that thwart efforts to achieve racial justice, 

unity, and the establishment of the beloved community: poverty (a byproduct of extreme 

                                                 
13 King, “I Have A Dream…” p. 6. 
14 Jeff Ritterman, “The Beloved Community: Martin Luther King Jr.’s Prescription for a Healthy 

Society,” The Huffington Post, 9 January 2014, https://www.huffingtonpost.com/jeffrey-ritterman/the-

beloved-community-dr-_b_4583249.html. 
15 The Martin Luther King, Jr. Center for Nonviolent Social Change, “The King Philosophy,” accessed 

January 5, 2018, http://www.thekingcenter.org/king-philosophy. 
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materialism), racism, and militarism. In a speech delivered at Riverside Church in New York 

City April 4, 1967, entitled “Beyond Vietnam: A Time to Break the Silence,” King said: 

When machines and computers, profit motives and property rights, are considered 

more important than people, the giant triplets of racism, extreme materialism, and 

militarism are incapable of being conquered. … Our only hope today lies in our 

ability to recapture the revolutionary spirit and go out into a sometimes hostile 

world declaring eternal hostility to poverty, racism, and militarism. With this 

powerful commitment we shall boldly challenge the status quo and unjust mores, 

and thereby speed the day when “every valley shall be exalted, and every 

mountain and hill shall be made low; the crooked shall be made straight, and the 

rough places plain.”16  

Today, we find ourselves dealing with painful reminders that King’s beloved community 

continues to be a vision not only hoped for and not yet seen, but at times seemingly unattainable. 

Gains in civil rights, access to healthcare for the most vulnerable, and immigration reform are 

just some of the advances made during the administration of President Barack Obama. At one 

point, some argued the nation had entered into a “postracial” period. On the contrary, despite 

gains achieved with the election of the first African American president, current events provide 

graphic evidence that what James Cone referred to as “America’s original sin”—racism—is alive 

and well. Indicators of racist ideology, policy, and practice persist in our religious institutions 

and the broader society; pervasive shootings of unarmed black men with impunity by law 

enforcement officers; disproportionate sentencing of black men; and racial disparity in household 

income, employment, health, infant mortality, sentencing, academic achievement, public 

education expenditures, and school suspension and expulsion.17  

                                                 
16 Martin Luther King Jr., “Beyond Vietnam: A Time to Break The Silence,” address delivered to the 

Clergy and Laymen Concerned about Vietnam, Riverside Church, New York, NY, April 4, 1967; in A 

Call to Conscience: The Landmark Speeches of Martin Luther King, Jr., ed. Clayborne Carson and Kris 

Shepard (New York: IPM/Warner Books 2001), pp. 157-8. Text also available in King Encylopedia, 

Stanford University, accessed December 31, 2017, 

http://kingencyclopedia.stanford.edu/encyclopedia/documentsentry/doc_beyond_vietnam. 
17 For a more detailed examination of socioeconomic and political benchmarks for African Americans, 

see the most recent State of Black America Report (New York: National Urban League, 2017). 
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In his awarding winning book, Stamped From the Beginning: The Definitive History of 

Racist Ideas in America, Ibram X. Kendi, professor of history and director of the Antiracist 

Research and Policy Center at American University, examines the history of racial progress and 

the progression of racism in the United States. In an interview discussing his book, Kendi writes, 

“When Black people have broken through barriers new barriers have been put in place to hold 

them back. … Barack Obama represents racial progress and Donald Trump represents the 

progression of racism. Typically, the progression of racism has followed racial progress.”18 

Other examples of this pattern include the period of Reconstruction following the Civil War 

followed by the creation and administration of Jim Crow laws and the founding of the Ku Klux 

Klan. The gallantry of black troops and the migration of southern blacks to northern cities to 

secure jobs during the First World War were followed by widespread lynching race riots during 

the “bloody summer” of 1919. In the years leading up to and during the Second World War, 

progress was made by black women to remove the barriers of segregation in the military. During 

this period racist stereotypes that questioned the bravery and leadership abilities of black men 

were refuted by the gallant service of the Tuskegee Airman and men and women who served in 

the armed forces. This progress was followed by limited access, and sometimes denial, of the GI 

Bill and the practice of “redlining” which denied African Americans access to fair housing.   

African Americans and other people of color who have and continue to be the objects of 

racist thought, practice, and policies understandably ask, where are our white Christian brothers 

and sisters in response to the pervasive, systemic, and structurally embedded racism? Where is 

the evidence of being “one in Christ” in response to white supremacy and the behaviors that 

sought and continue to seek ways to advance “America’s original sin”? M. Shawn Copeland, 

                                                 
18 David Pluviose, “Ibram Kendi Directs Nation’s Focus to History of Racism,” Diverse Issues in Higher 

Education, January 9, 2017, http://diverseeducation.com/article/90948. 
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professor of systematic theology at Boston College, provides a response to this question. She 

states, 

For white people living in the United States, the entanglement of Christianity with 

chattel slavery and antiblack racism forms a set of deep and confusing paradoxes. 

As a nation, we understand ourselves in terms of freedom, but we have been 

unable to grapple with our depriving blacks of freedom in the name of white 

prosperity and with our tolerance of legalized racial segregation and 

discrimination. As a nation, we have been shaped by racism, habituated to its 

presence, indifferent to its lethal capacity to inflict lingering human damage. Too 

often, Christians not only failed to defy slavery and condemn tolerance or racism; 

they supported and benefitted from these evils and ignored the very Gospel they 

pledged to preach [and embody].19  

It must be noted, however, that history does provide evidence of sincere and authentic 

efforts to achieve interracial unity, albeit motivated by conflicting concepts of unity. Some of 

these efforts include: 

● Anti-slavery/abolition movement 

● Underground Railroad 

● African colonization movement20 

● Education reform/literacy access and development 

● Anti-lynching movement 

● School desegregation  

● Social gospel movement 

● Labor movements 

● Niagara movement and the creation of the NAACP 

● Freedom schools 

● Organized marches (Washington, Selma, Chicago, etc.) 

● World Council of Churches 

                                                 
19

 M. Shawn Copeland, “Revisiting Racism: Black Theology and a Legacy of Oppression,” America, June 

24,  2014, https://www.americamagazine.org/faith/2014/06/24/black-theology-and-legacy-oppression. 
20

 It is important to note here that a number of motivations, often conflicting, among blacks and whites 

informed support for African colonization. Some whites viewed African Colonization as a gradual form of abolition. 

Many white abolitionists, who were convinced of what they believed to be an innate inferiority of African people, 

were not desirous of creating an egalitarian racially integrated society. Many enslaved and free Africans were 

convinced their best hope to achieve a sustained freedom, self-sufficiency, and empowerment was to return to Africa 

or parts of the Caribbean and Central America. 
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● Clergy Opposed to the War in Vietnam 

● Participation in the National Council of Churches21  

Each of these and many other efforts provide examples of attempts at achieving 

interracial unity. But again, the theological constructions, as well as the ontological and 

anthropological assumptions that informed them and the goals persons attempted to achieve with 

them, were mixed. Many of them were fundamentally paternalistic and not driven by a vision of 

deconstructed racialized hierarchies or the achievement of the beloved community as articulated 

by King.  

Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) on Interracial Unity  

The Christian Church (Disciples of Christ), which is one of three major streams of the 

Stone-Campbell Movement, provides an interesting case study for examining the effects of the 

Civil Right Movement on interracial unity in American Christianity.22 In response to a divided 

Protestant Christianity, the Stone-Campbell Movement came into existence in the early 

nineteenth century with a plea for Christian unity on the basis of the Bible alone. As this unity 

movement eventually endured internal divisions, the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) 

emerged as the Mainline stream of the Stone-Campbell Movement, firmly committed to the goal 

of Christian unity as illustrated in its efforts with the ecumenical movement. Therefore, this 

denomination provides a helpful indication of the opportunities and challenges of interracial 

unity in American Christianity. Efforts to achieve interracial unity within the Stone-Campbell 

Movement before, during, and following the Civil Rights Movement have reflected patterns of 

                                                 
21

 While serving as president of the National Council of Churches, Disciples of Christ lay leader J. Irwin 

Miller stated, “Racial discrimination violates Christian love and is man’s denial of God’s rule.” See D. Newell 

William, Douglas A. Foster, and Paul M. Blowers, ed., The Stone-Campbell Movement: A Global History (St. Louis: 

Chalice Press, 2013), p. 204. 
22 See the introduction of this book for more information on the Stone-Campbell Movement.  
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progress/regression and support/resistance as experienced in other parts of the nation. They can 

be viewed as forms of interracial unity as conceived by Shattuck. 

An example of the type of paternalism Brittain noted about the Episcopal Church (i.e., 

the rhetoric of unity did not translate to the practice of racial equality) is demonstrated in the 

Stone-Campbell Movement, whose silence on slavery is well-documented. This silence was 

fueled largely by the leadership’s acquiescence to the demands of Southern members of this 

movement for the sake of maintaining unity within church.23 Also well-documented is the 

comparatively slow response on the part of churches within the Stone-Campbell Movement 

(within the context of Northern Protestant movements in the U.S.) to establish schools with and 

on behalf of enslaved and, later, formerly enslaved African people in North America.  

There is evidence of whites within the Stone-Campbell Movement who demonstrated 

unity with those seeking to abolish slavery. One example of this is an Indiana preacher named 

Pardee Butler, who moved to Kansas in 1855 to help stem the spread of slavery in the Western 

territories. Pro-slavery activists tarred and feathered him and threatened to hang him if he 

persisted in his work.24 

It could be argued that the work of the Christian Woman’s Board of Missions (CWBM) 

to establish schools for African Americans in the South is an example of interracial relations. On 

                                                 
23 The Stone-Campbell Movement’s response to slavery and the provision of education for blacks is 

examined in Lawrence A. Q. Burnley, The Cost of Unity: African American Agency and Education in the 

Christian Church, 1865-1914, Voices of the African Diaspora (Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 

2008), and David E. Harrell Jr., Quest for a Christian America 1800-1865: A Social History of the 

Disciples of Christ, volume 1 (Nashville: Disciples of Christ Historical Society, 1966; reprint Tuscaloosa: 

University of Alabama Press, 2003). Citations refer to the University of Alabama Press edition.   
24 Burnley, The Cost of Unity, p. 126. In fairness to Barton Stone, he freed his slaves and proposed 

disfellowship of slave owners in his early career as a minister. Nonetheless, as his movement grew in the 

early 1800s, he capitulated to demands of Southern members of the Christian Churches who were slave 

owners and rejected disfellowship on the basis of owning slaves. For more on Stone’s early views on 

slavery, see the earlier chapter in this book, James L. Gorman, “This Revival Cut the Bonds of Many 

Poor Slaves.” 
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the surface, this appears to be an example of interracial unity in an effort to advance African 

American freedom and empowerment. A closer examination, however, reveals other motives at 

play. I address this in my study, The Cost of Unity: African American Agency and Education in 

the Christian Church, 1865-1914: 

It is arguable whether or not white Disciples of Christ leaders “could not” or 

simply chose not to keep the curriculum and training at their schools in concert 

with technological advances. There is no evidence to support that CWBM or their 

predecessors were committed to providing the best education that would facilitate 

black self-determination and empowerment. The brand of education supported by 

agencies controlled by white Disciples was always dictated first by what best 

reinforced the dominant social norms of the South. Disciples of Christ mission 

agencies demonstrated little, if any, interest in maintaining schools for blacks 

whose curriculum was responsive to trends in the industrial labor markets.25 

The paternalistic nature of CWBM’s form of mission for and among African Americans is 

consistent with Shattuck’s and Brittain’s observations regarding the Episcopal Church. 

As early as 1915, there is clear evidence that African American Disciples understood the 

scriptures as containing a mandate to condemn racist policies and practices or any notion of the 

superiority of one race over another. Samuel R. Cassius (1853-1931) was an outspoken black 

Disciples minister who left the Disciples of Christ branch of the Stone-Campbell Movement as a 

direct result of his experience with racism within the church. Cassius cited Acts 17:26 as 

evidence of a biblical mandate for not only church unity, but also interracial unity: “[God] hath 

made of one blood all nations of men for to dwell on all the face of the earth, and hath 

determined the times before appointed, and the bounds of their habitation” (KJV). In [ca.] 1915, 

Cassius proclaimed, “That one verse ought to serve every purpose of a Christian’s mind and 

cause him not to think more highly of himself than he ought to think, because it teaches there is 

                                                 
25 Burnley, The Cost of Unity, p. 204. 
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no superiority in color and no difference in race.”26 Cassius went on to unite with the Churches 

of Christ, which had separated from the Disciples of Christ in 1906. Though the Churches of 

Christ were viewed as more theologically conservative, Cassius believed they offered a more 

equitable fellowship for blacks, stating, “The great uplift of the ten million of American Negroes 

is now up to the Church of Christ.” He held this position largely because of his understanding of 

the Church of Christ’s approach to biblical interpretation: “We teach that the word of God means 

just what it says and is not subject to any man’s private interpretation.”27                                                          

African Americans who remained in the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) beyond 

1914 were committed to both church union and racial justice. Tensions created by polarized 

rather than dialectic realities convinced many Disciples leaders of the need to empower 

themselves by developing separate institutional structures that would be under their control while 

remaining in fellowship with the Disciples of Christ. This of course was not a new concept 

among black Disciples. Consistent with aforementioned efforts by African Americans to 

empower themselves, black Disciples established fully autonomous state conventions, schools, 

and other organizational structures beyond local congregations to address their spiritual, 

socioeconomic, and political concerns as they defined them.  

Black discontent with the refusal of white Disciples to support higher education for their 

constituencies found substantive and sustained organizational expression with the formation of 

the National Christian Missionary Convention (NCMC) in 1917. Under the leadership of Preston 

Taylor, African American Disciples gathered in Nashville, Tennessee, September 5‒9, 1917, to 

                                                 
26 Quoted in Don Haymes, Eugene Randall II, and Douglas A. Foster, “Race Relations,” in The 

Encyclopedia of the Stone-Campbell Movement, ed. Douglas A. Foster, Paul M. Blowers, Anthony L. 

Dunnavant and D. Newell Williams (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004), p. 620. Also see Samuel Robert 

Cassius, in Edward J. Robinson, ed., To Lift Up My Race: The Essential Writings of Samuel Robert 

Cassius (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 2008). 
27 Robinson, To Lift Up My Race, p. 620. 
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organize NCMC. The organization of the NCMC was perhaps the most decisive, proactive, and 

widely embraced organizational reaction by black Disciples in nearly 100 years of enduring 

racist policies and practices within the Christian Church. The organization of NCMC addressed 

the needs of African Americans within the church and society. Chief among these needs was the 

provision of Disciples-related schools with higher education curricula and the development of 

educated Christian leadership.  

In 1969, a second merger took place between the NCMC, the United Christian 

Missionary Society, and the International Convention of the Christian Church (Disciples of 

Christ). With this merger, the NCMC ceased to exist as a staffed organization with an annual 

assembly; it became primarily an investment-holding corporation The merger also gave birth to 

the National Convocation of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) (NCCC [DC]), a body 

that is embedded in the national structure of the denomination. The creation of the NCCC (DC) 

was intended to exemplify racial equity and inclusiveness as well as a model of Christian unity 

more in line with what was mandated in scripture. The administrative secretary of the NCCC 

(DC) became a member of the Christian Church’s General Minister and President’s staff and had 

the responsibility to monitor the delivery of services of the general church to predominantly 

African American, Hispanic, and Asian Disciples of Christ. The primary goal of the second 

merger agreement and the creation of the NCCC (DC) was to achieve more substantive equity, 

access, and unity across racial lines throughout the church. Raymond E. Brown Sr. was elected 

the first president of the NCCC (DC). 

African American Disciples actively addressed their distress with ongoing racial 

discrimination, which was pervasive during this period. Organizationally, expressions of protest 

and calls for racial justice were not unusual and can be seen in the recommendations of the 
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Social Actions Committee of the NCMC. Meeting August 23‒28, 1966, at Park Manor Christian 

Church in Chicago, the Convention passed two resolutions in response to racial injustice within 

the church and beyond. “Support for Chicago Housing Protests” supported “protests currently 

being led in the Chicago area by Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., against such un-American housing 

practices.” The other resolution, “Racially Discriminatory Employment of Ministers,” addressed 

discriminatory practices by local churches, seminaries, and state and national manifestations of 

the church in ministerial call and field placements for seminarians. Both resolutions were 

approved.28  

Clergy and lay persons routinely participated in the Civil Rights Movement in local, 

regional, and national contexts. William H. Hannah, who would later serve as Associate General 

Minister and President and Administrative Secretary for the National Convocation, and other 

black Disciples clergy and lay leaders were vocal supporters of a number of demands in the 

National Black Economic Development Conference’s Black Manifesto. Formally titled 

“Manifesto to the White Christian Churches and the Jewish Synagogues in the United States of 

America and All Other Racist Institutions,” the Manifesto was a call for economic reparations in 

the amount of $500 million and was presented by James Forman to a meeting of the National 

Council of Churches in New York City in April 1969. At the 1969 General Assembly in Seattle 

that year, the Disciples of Christ rejected the demands of the Black Manifesto but agreed to 

commit $30 million to combat poverty and racial discrimination. 

In its 1971 meeting at Louisville, Kentucky, after years of internal and external struggles 

for racial justice in the church and broader society, the General Assembly of the Christian 

Church passed Resolutions 7147 and 7148, establishing a Department of Black Ministry and a 

                                                 
28 Minutes of the Business Session of the National Board of the National Christian Missionary 

Convention, 50th Annual Assembly (unpublished; Chicago, Illinois, August 1966), pp. 12-13.  
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Reconciliation Program. Other initiatives tied to achieving interracial unity during this time 

include the Short-Term Employment Experiences in Ministry Program to prepare African 

Americans and Latinos for ministry; the establishment of the David Kagiwada scholarship for 

Asian American seminarians; the formation of the Central Pastoral Office for Hispanic 

Ministries; and the establishment of the North American Pacific/Asian Disciples office.  

The 1997 General Assembly Resolution 9728 summarizes the church’s formal response 

to the socioeconomic and political issues addressed by the Civil Rights Movement: 

The Civil Rights struggle of African Americans in the 1950s and 1960s led to: 

 the “Merger of Staff and Services” of the National Christian Missionary 

Convention with the United Christian Missionary Society (UCMS) in 1960; 

 the “Merger of the National Christian Missionary Convention and the 

International Convention of the Christian Churches (Disciples of Christ)” in 

1969--Resolution No. 6844. 

 The 1965 riots by African Americans in major urban centers and the 1968 

publishing of  

 the “Black Manifesto” led the General Board to: 

 send a message to Disciples congregations suggesting responses to the 

accusations of the Black Manifesto; 

 set a 20 percent quota for employment of minorities by units of the Christian 

Church and a 20 percent quota for membership on the decision-making boards 

of the Christian Church (1969 General Assembly Resolution No. 19, “A 

Message from the General Board of the Christian Church [Disciples of 

Christ]”); 

 review and reaffirm its 1969 action in 1975 through action GB-78-0475.29 

Clearly the Civil Rights Movement prompted the Disciples of Christ to take steps toward 

interracial unity, but progress has been slow going for this denomination just as it has for others 

in American Christianity and American society.  

                                                 
29 1998 Yearbook of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) (St. Louis: Chalice Press, 1998), pp. 304-

11. Resolution No. 9728 also is available at Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) in the United States 

and Canada, accessed January 5, 2018, http://disciples.org/wp-

content/uploads/ga/pastassemblies/1997/resolutions/9728.pdf. 
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Conclusion: The Way Forward 

In American Christianity’s effort to achieve existential interracial unity within the church, 

what is the best way forward? Can the language and goal of reconciliation be productive? In her 

book Dear White Christians: For Those Still Longing for Racial Reconciliation, Jennifer Harvey 

posits,  

[The] “racial reconciliation paradigm” as I call it here has failed us. The fact that 

we have been working for interracial, multiracial, diverse and just reconciled faith 

communities for some time and have yet to see almost any sustained movement 

toward realizing such communities is a powerful indictment of the adequacy of 

reconciliation. Moreover, our failure to have realized these communities should 

also command our attention and lead us to the insight that, perhaps, something 

different is required. More powerful still is the reality that in clinging to a 

reconciliation paradigm for understanding race, we have basically ignored what 

actually transpired in this nation, but also within the church, in the final years of 

the civil rights movement. While we rightly find historical and theological 

precedent for today’s visions of reconciliation in the civil rights movement, by the 

end of the 1960s many, many Christians of color (I should say Black Christians 

specifically) were insistent and clear that our integrationist visions of reconciled 

beloved communities were utterly inadequate. But when Black Power offered its 

analysis, firing the imagination and conviction of many Black Christians, white 

Christians’ response was not to respond to what we heard. Instead we fled.30 

Actually, the “fleeing” of white Christians was a response. They fired back and retreated 

to spaces of safety where they could control the discourse and interpretations of both history and 

analyses of contemporary phenomena. For many white Christians, the rhetoric of power, 

reparations (the paradigm advocated for by Harvey), and a reframing of the gospel message 

through the lens of marginalized narratives was immediate and concise. These voices, beginning 

with black and Latino theologies of liberation31 that critiqued Eurocentric, male, and 

heteronormal perspectives, were met with charges of heresy and intellectual invalidity from 

white lay leaders, scholars, and clergy.  

                                                 
30 Jennifer Harvey, Dear White Christians: For Those Still Longing for Racial Reconciliation (Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 2014), pp. 2-3. 
31 Authors of these theologies were largely male; their work would later be critiqued and strengthened by 

women from these communities. 
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The Civil Rights Movement had varied impacts on interracial unity within and beyond 

the Stone-Campbell Movement. Greater depth in interracial relationships, increased 

commitments to combating racism, and deepened racial divisions in social and political spaces 

were all outcomes of this movement. As such, King’s response to a question of how far the 

country has come in race relations rings as true today as it did in 1964: “On the one hand I must 

affirm that we have come a long, long way in the struggle to make civil rights a reality for all of 

God’s children. But on the other hand, I must say that we still have a long, long way to go before 

the problem is solved.”32 

                                                 
32 Martin Luther King Jr., Speech, University of Dayton Fieldhouse, Dayton, Ohio, November 28, 1964, 

p. 3. Transcript available at University of Dayton, accessed January 5, 2018, 

https://udayton.edu/news/images/documents/mlk_dayton_transcript.pdf.  


