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ABSTRACT 

 

The African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church connection is a major, historic Black 

Christian denomination which has long been ignored as a subject of serious academic reflection, 

especially of an historic nature.  This was partly due to the lack of denominational archives, and 

the sense that historical inventory and archival storage could be a financial drain to the AME 

Zion Church such it could not maintain its own archives and indeed, retaining official records 

was kept at a far from super or archival level.  This thesis will briefly enunciate and elucidate the 

African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church.  It takes three of its icons who are still revered and 

frequently referenced in present-day church dialogue and examines their lives, their leadership 

styles and legacy, their indelible imprint on the civil rights movement and the fabric of American 

society.  The lives, leadership and legacy of three of the Bishops of the A.M.E. Zion Church will 

be examined in light of the sociological, cultural and historic impact they made on the church 

then and down through the ages. This will be a history written for the purposes of inspiration – a 

technique which remains central to the oral tradition of Black history.  Hence, outside our oral 

history and six official history books, this thesis is a small contribution to the hope that the 

current and future leadership of the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church will "keep 

'agoing" for a better day, as they try to emulate Bishops Walls, Spottswood and Shaw.   
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INTRODUCTION 

 

This work focuses on the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church, a major historic 

Black Christian denomination which has long been ignored as a subject of serious academic 

reflection.  An examination of twenty publications substantiates this view.
1
 In these works, the 

approach taken is almost exclusively sociological.  Very little serious attention is given to the 

leadership of these distinctive Christian traditions.  Serving in ministry in excess of three decades 

                                                           
1
 Publications examined were:  1] Ivan Lee Holt. The Methodists of the World. (New York: Editorial Department, 

Board of Missions and Church Extension of the Methodist Church) 1950 – A few references; 2] History of American 
Methodism - Relatively good source; 3] Edward L. Queen II et al, Editors, Martin E. Marty Editorial Adviser. 
Encyclopedia of American Religious History Third Edition. (132 West 31

st
 Street, New York 1001: Facts on file, 

Library of American History. Inc.), 2009 – Poor, One Column; 4] Henry Warner Borden and P.C. Kenney, Editors. 
American Church History. (Nashville: Abingdon Press), 1998 – Early Black church mentioned, nothing of the AME 
Zion Church by name – Poor; 5] Mark A. Nell. A History of Christianity in the United States and Canada. (Grand 
Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdman’s Publishing Company) 1992 - about four or five times within lines – Poor; 6] 
Leonard Woolsey Bacon: A History of American Christianity. (New York: The Christian Literature Company) 1897 – 
Not included – Poor; 7] William Warren Sweet. Religion of the American Frontier 1783-1840: Vol. IV. (New York, 
NY: Cooper Square Publishers, Inc.) 1964 – not mentioned Poor; 8] Lawrence Neale Jones. African Americans and 
the Christian Churches 1619-1860. (Cleveland: The Pilgrim Press) 2007 - 24 pages Good; 9] Timothy E. Fulop & 
Albert J. Raboteau (Editors). African –American Religion: Interpretive Essays in History & Culture. (New York: 
Routledge) 1977 – Interspersed; 10] Theophus H. Smith. Conjuring Culture: Biblical Formations of Black America. 
(New York: Oxford University Press) 1984 – Not mentioned – Poor; 11] Clifton Olmstead. History of Religions in the 
United States. (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, Inc.) 1960 - did not merit mention in index but was mention was 
elicited in one paragraph; 12] Jerald C. Brauer. Protestantism in America. A Narrative History. (Philadelphia: The 
Westminster Press) 1953 – Not mentioned even though the material dealt with schisms among Methodists; 13] 
Wardell J. Payne. Directory of African Religious Bodies: A Compendium of the Howard University School of Divinity. 
(Washington, DC: Howard University Press) 1995 – Good source; 14] Emory Steven Burke, General Editor et al.  The 
History of American Methodism. Vol. III (New York: Abingdon Press) 1964.  A total of about two pages; 15] 
Frederick A. Norwood. The Story of American Methodism: A History of the United Methodists and Their Relations. 
(New York: Abingdon Press), 1974 – About 11 pages, Good; 16] John G. McEllhenney et al (Editors). United 
Methodists In America: A Compact History.  Nashville: Abington Press, 1982 – Poor, mentioned in passing. 17] 
Winthrop S. Hudson: Religion in America: An Historical Account of the Development of American Religious Life. 
(New York: MacMillan Publishing Company,) 1992 – Sight mention, Poor; 18] Milton C. Sernett (Editor). African 
American Religious History: A Documentary Witness. (Durham, NC: Duke University Press) 1999 – Fair source; 19] 
Edwin Gaustad & Leigh Schmidt.  The Religious History of America: The Heart of the American Story from Colonial 
Times to Today. (San Francisco, CA: Harper Collins) 2002 – one reference, Poor; 20] Sydney E. Ahlstrom. A Religious 
History of the American People. (New Haven: Yale University Press) 1972.  Very Limited reference, Poor. 
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and as a Pastor and a Presiding Elder for several years provided numerous opportunities for 

listening to seasoned pastors and leaders speak again and again of venerated members of the 

church as inspiring leaders, often of revered memory, as though they yet existed.  For example, 

Sis. Salome Walters
2
 so often likes to state, "If Bishop Spottswood were around today, you'd 

dare not cut a hymn or he'd say you'd be cutting the message.  Today, we don't even want to sing 

two stanzas."   "If Bishop Herbert Bell Shaw was here, you had could be sure he cared about 

people but don't try to play against the rules, or else..." 
3
     Whether the how, or  the what is 

spoken, written and studied all agreed, it is clear that in order to have effective ministry, (lay or 

clergy) accomplished leadership is a must. 

We must couch the history in such a way that it will motivate and inspire its readers to 

draw from within themselves and realize that they can, like so many of the "fathers and mothers" 

of the Church gone before them, who had much less than they have,  trust God too, be masters of 

the craft. This writer felt moved to use her skills to craft this work which focuses on the African 

Methodist Episcopal Zion Church, a major Black denomination which as indicated before, has 

long been ignored as a subject of serious academic reflection. Suffice it to say, David H. Bradley, 

Secretary, Historical Society of the A.M.E Zion Church made the same observation some fifty-

two years ago when he wrote, "A careful survey of several leading libraries show little or no 

mention of the A.M.E. Zion Church."
4
 

This thesis is written therefore with an almost pre-modern (or postmodern) approach to 

history.  It is pre-modern in the sense that the purpose behind writing about the past is not simply 

to report what happened, but to inspire readers in the present to think differently about the 

                                                           
2
 Salome Walters Oral Conversations April 2010, October 2011 

3
 Restricted Oral Conversation October 2011 

4
 David H. Bradley Report of the A.M.E. Zion Historical Society June 1958- May 31-1959.  Board of Bishops  & The 

Connectional Council of The A.M.E. .ZION Church, Springfield, Mass. July 30, 1959.  
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challenges and nature of leadership.  A case can be made that such an approach is an intrinsic 

part of any writing about African American history.  Neutrality is impossible; interpretation is 

inevitable; and African Americans think about their history to learn from their history.  It was 

William Wells Brown, a runaway slave and later abolitionist, who in 1874 wrote one of the first 

‘race’ histories.  Stephen Hall is right when he explains: 

Race histories, including Brown’s, not only mapped their racial past, but instilled pride 

and provided a roadmap for how the race might adapt to freedom.  Re-creating the past to 

inform the present proved important, but in order to facilitate adaption to freedom, it was 

necessary to look into the future.  In charting the future by reconfiguring the past, 

Brown’s work placed less emphasis on the harshness of the slave regime and focused 

instead on the varied ways African Americans resisted its most damaging effects.  Rather 

than harsh masters and compliant slaves, Brown presented interracial dramas of 

aggressive agitation against the slave regime.  He presented freedom as a teleological 

process and as a moment of unfettered possibility.
5
 

Brown’s approach to history is one that has continued to the present day in the African American 

tradition.  This entire thesis stands in that tradition.  The story of the past is written to inspire 

new leadership in the future. 

The African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church has achieved global status now but her 

sons and daughters must first and foremost realize that this denomination was not born in a 

vacuum and it is, therefore, necessary that the history of Methodism be visited and a brief look at 

the current Methodist family in America be examined before reflecting on the birth and history 

                                                           
5
 Stephen G. Hall, Faithful Account of the Race: African American Historical Writing in Nineteenth-Century America, 

(Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press 2009), p.2.  For Brown see William Wells Brown, The Rising Son; 
or, Antecedents of the Colored Race (1874). 
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of the denomination.  In an effort to motivate and inspire through history, the writer chose three 

of Zion's icons to achieve the goal via their lives, their leadership styles and legacy, and the 

indelible imprint on the civil rights movement in the United States of America. Lofty were the 

ideas for surely, one should be able to readily find and prepare a body of solid information for 

members of the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church, consumers at large, the community of 

scholars and for use as a catalyst for further study of this denomination and its currently ninety-

five other but growing number of bishops, and history of a church that serves over a million 

members worldwide.    

A major difficulty must be mentioned right at the outset.  From beginning to completion 

progress has taken place, but in the interest of accuracy, it must be acknowledged that there is a 

vast lack of denominational archives, that historical inventory and archival storage could be a 

resource and financial disaster to say the least, that those who do have resources (outside of the 

major few), often hold on to it as something to be hidden away from view least it be taken away 

and not be shared, or, least it be stolen or lost, as indeed it must be admitted, has been on 

occasions.  And just when all and sundry were finally awakening and endeavoring to take steps 

to move toward (even if this meant creep) meeting the needs of a much improved, much 

modernized, well financed and staffed archival system -- we fall into an economic depression.  

The problem of data remains massive.   

Just how appalling the need for archival resources is was recognized as far back as fifty-

two years ago when the denomination's historical society's budget was as meager as $20,000 a 

quadrennial.  Said the then Historical Society's Secretary, Dr. David H. Bradley: 

We call attention to the fact that daily much extreme value to our people is 

slipping away into areas where it becomes merely hear-say.  We have noted 

before that precious little is to be found in the great libraries of our nation on the 
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African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church.  We cannot depend much longer on 

memory to fill the gaps of our records.  Then, too, the dangers of this type of 

source are all too apparent.  We caution, too, against unsupported claims which 

may place the denomination in an unenviable position in years to come.  As far as 

we are able we should see to it that as much of our history as possible is well 

documented.
6
 

 

Another theme in this thesis is the plea that ‘saving the story’ should be a greater priority 

in our tradition.  Even today, in 2011, many of our historical stories are still shrouded in oral 

traditions, and so many individuals would share stories and then swear one to secrecy, which in 

so many instances, makes the information useless.   

Technology is advancing rapidly, which puts our written work and records at jeopardy, 

but paper at jeopardy would be preferred to none at all.  Local historians are needed in each 

church, if only to record daily or regularly, before it all fades away due to sickness, death, or fire. 

 Archival work takes very low priority in such a line up in just about all Black churches.  

As a result, very few Black churches have adequate archival resources.  Compounding this 

situation is the fact that of the Blacks who have been fortunate to higher education, relatively few 

have the financial luxury of researching and writing on the history of their denomination.  Eeking 

out a living that would allow one to take a reasonably good position in the community and be 

able to sustain a family, possibly including children in school, activities and university, again left 

church history at the low end of the career list.  The majority white churches have made archival 

records a priority. It is the major reason why the histories on American religion focus on the 

story of the mainline, Catholic, and southern Baptists.  The result is that the story of America’s 

past is distorted.  We need black churches to keep the record. Lincoln and Mamiya are right 

when they wrote that: 

                                                           
6
 Ibid 
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…because there has been such a dearth of serious research on black churches up to very 

recent times, the Black Church has often experienced difficulty in conceptualizing or 

knowing itself except as an amorphous, lusterless detail on some larger canvas devoted to 

other interests.  In consequence the Black Church has often found itself repeating history 

it had already experienced, and relearning lessons it had long since forgotten.
7
  

 

 It becomes pellucidly clear that the consequences of racism reverberate down the 

centuries.  For all the progress in the present, the past remains captive to a racism that shapes our 

collective story.  For the large predominating white denominations, the record of the past is 

collected, stored, and constantly available.  For the historically Black denominations the past was 

not collected, not stored, and therefore is much harder to make available.  The need exists not 

merely for a body of knowledge of what was, but indeed to help make the past so pellucidly clear 

that as individuals, as a people, it will be ever woven in the fabric of everyday living.  In the 

formal and informal training, whether we are alert or at rest our application of formal or practical 

training; in our religious or clerical life.  In the work place or the church place, we have to be 

always both consciously and un-consciously alert.  Not only racism but classism and sexism are 

apt to creep into daily life at any moment. 

 Naturally a thesis of this nature cannot explore all the economic and social issues that 

shape the telling of story.  Many of the great African Methodist Episcopal Zion Churches are in 

neighborhoods that have been transformed.  Affordable housing in many of the great urban 

centers of the United States has disappeared.  As a result some of these congregations struggle.  

Instead of participating in the affluence, the African American community is forced to move out.  

This economic and social reality needs to be part of this narrative, but it is beyond the focus of 

this particular thesis. 

                                                           
7
 C. Eric Lincoln and Lawrence H. Mamiya. The Black Church in the African American Experience. (Durham, North 

Carolina: Duke University Press, 1990), p. 4 
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 This particular thesis is looking at a connection to Methodism.  And so, we start by 

reflecting on the history of Methodism for the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church stands 

firmly on the Methodist foundation.   Indeed, one of its twenty-first century bishops makes this 

very clear.  Says he: 

 As I mentioned before in my address to you, I am still intentional 

and determined to have Methodist churches in my Episcopal 

District.  Methodist implies and insists on a Method for doing what 

we do, and that method must be patterned, not on or of your own 

home spun methods, but by the Discipline of Methodism passed on 

to us by our Founder, John Wesley.  After you have perfected all 

of the methods of “Pure Methodism”, then I may tolerate some of 

your own, but not until you have convinced me that you have 

perfected … that … contained in our book of Discipline.
8
 

                                                           
8
 Bishop James E. McCoy:  Episcopal Address 2009, (Alabama –Florida Episcopal District, African Methodist 

Episcopal Zion Church. 2009. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

HISTORY OF METHODISM 

 This discussion has an insightful way of causing one to come to the realization that great 

writings such as those of Alex Haley’s Roots, reveal a deeper understanding than that portrayed 

when first read.  Hence, the words Family Reunion/History as dramatically portrayed by Haley 

becomes pellucidly clear.   Enigmatically, this applies to the history of Methodism and its several 

branches in existence today.  One could well name this The Methodist Family Tree, a view which 

Bishop Charles C. Selecman endorses when he says, “the average Methodist needs and desires a 

concise account of the story of his Church,”
1
  local and denominational. 

 Regardless of the tenets of Methodism to which one subscribes, “in order to understand 

The Methodist Church…it is important to know something of the Wesley family.”
2
  This chapter 

does not provide an all encompassing discussion of the birth of Methodism, but only sets the 

stage for the subsequent history of the African Methodist Episcopal Zion denomination.  It is 

instructive to point out that while now in existence on all continents of the world, Methodism 

started in Britain/England.  John Wigger puts it succinctly: 

British Methodism…grew rapidly in the late eighteenth and  

early nineteenth centuries exerting a powerful influence on  

the societies and cultures in which it flourished.  The spiritual 

journey of Methodism’s founder, John Wesley (1703-1791) began 

early in life and took him through several stages.
3
 

 

                                                           
1
 George H. Jones (Editor), The Methodist Primer, (Nashville, Tennessee: Methodist Evangelistic Material, ND)  5, 

1945 
2
 Ibid, p.7 

3
 John H. Wigger, Taking Heaven by Storm: Methodism and the Rise of Popular Christianity in America, (Urbana, 

Illinois: University of Illinois Press, 1998), 13. 
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 Grew rapidly in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries implies a prior 

existence of Methodism and not one created or brought into reality by Wesley, though indeed, 

the coalescing of the qualities as he did, lays bare the assumption so widely held by many 

Methodists and non-Methodists alike that it was his methodical habits which gave birth to this 

denomination.  Several authors support this.  Said John A. Vickers:  

The term [Methodism] has a lengthy pedigree.   JW (John Wesley) 

himself traced it back to a first century school of medicine, though 

the link is tenuous. More plausibly, he saw it as referring to the 

‘regular method of study and behavior’ adopted under his 

leadership by the Holy Club.  He himself had begun to be 

methodical during his student days monitored in the diary he began 

to keep.
4
 

 

 Heitzenrater in his chapter on Methodism and the Christian Heritage in England, 

discussed the Puritans, Arminians, Roman Catholics, the Act of Uniformity and other 

parliamentary measures used by Queen Elizabeth I to settle the religious questions of the day, 

none of which were appreciated. The roaring arguments over all this led to the coining of the 

word Methodism:  Indeed, 

…the Puritans at times seemed to be “proving” (if not earning) 

their salvation by their good works.  The Arminians were not 

claiming any meritorious value for “good works” either; but 

were emphasizing the human opportunity to accept  the 

empowerment of God’s grace. The primacy of grace was central to 

their position, though the implication of divine/human cooperation 

(synergism), led many to criticize the Arminians for stressing 

human activity in salvation.  The controversies that developed over 

this issue toward the end of the seventeenth century led to some 

interesting “name-calling” that is of importance to an 

understanding of the name “Methodists.” As early as the 1670s, 

both in the Low Countries and in England, a few orthodox 

Calvinists began to  write vigorously against the Arminians and 

their “new method”  of doing theology, especially relative to their 

                                                           
4
 John A Vickers (Editor), A Dictionary of Methodism in Britain and Ireland, (Great Britain: Biddles Ltd, Guildford 

and King’s Lynn, 2000), 230. 
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views of justification and sanctification. Those designated as “New 

Methodists,” persons using this new (i.e. wrong) method…
5
 

 

 Christopher Idle in the introduction of his book, The Journal of John Wesley 

referred to the Oxford Group nicknamed the Methodists and of the Wesleys said:  “… the 

Wesleys led the way here (the younger brother Charles being the first Methodist in 

conversion…)”
6
  Also addressing the outgrowth of Methodism was E. Franklin Jackson who 

describes it as having been founded by: 

  

…John and Charles Wesley, who, at Christ College, Oxford 

University, in England, began a “Holy Club,” as it was called, for 

the express purpose of reading the Holy Scriptures, prayer and 

meditation.  Because of the systematical manner in which they 

went about their religious practices, they were nicknamed 

Methodist, and as the movement grew the name were adopted.  It 

might be said that these consecrated men hoped to revitalize the 

Anglican Church, but when their efforts were opposed and they 

were not permitted to carry out their ideals in the Anglican Church, 

then and only then did they turn to the people and begin to preach 

and organize societies.”
7
 

 

Charles Wesley might have been first in conversion.  Charles Wesley might have written 

hundred of hymns.  Charles Wesley might have begun the role of catalyst, but it is John Wesley 

to whom history has ascribed the founding of Methodism. 

 John was named after his paternal grandfather, and like father, grandfathers and his 

brother Charles, was an ordained minister (of the Church of England).  Both of John’s parents 

were the children of ministers.  John’s father, the Reverend Samuel Wesley, “was the son of 

John Wesley and the grandson of Bartholomew Wesley, both of whom were graduates of Oxford 

                                                           
5
 Richard P. Heitzenrater, Wesley and the People Called Methodists, (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1995), 18. 

6
 Christopher Idle, The Journal of John Wesley, (Michigan: Lion Publication Corp. 1986), 7. 

7
 E. Franklin Jackson, D.D, My Church: Hand Book for A.M.E. Zion Churchmen, (Washington, D.C.: James A. 

Brown/John Wesley Church, 1953), 8.  
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and clergymen in the Church of England”.
8
 Meanwhile his mother was the “daughter of Dr. 

Samuel Annesley, an English clergyman”.
9
  John’s mother, Mrs. Susanna Wesley, was the 

youngest of twenty-five children.  She herself mothered nineteen, and while a twenty-first 

century mother would flutter in consternation at parenting this household, history tells us that 

Mrs. Wesley not only singlehandedly brought up the children (due to the travels and work of her 

husband), but somehow managed to carve an hour each week to spend alone and in a special 

manner with each child.   

Ten of their 19 children survived into adulthood.  The oldest of 

three sons Samuel Wesley junr (1690-1739), was educated at 

Westminster School and Christ Church, Oxford, was employed as 

an Usher at Westminster1713-33 (during which his brother Charles 

was a pupil there) and became headmaster of Blundell’s School, 

Tiverton in 1733. Like his father and brothers he had some poetic 

ability. All but one (the youngest, Kezzia, (1710-41) of the seven 

daughters married, mostly unhappily.
10

 

 

In summarizing John’s biographical history, it would be necessary at times to discuss 

aspects of Charles’s ministry since they are so closely intertwined.   John first saw the light of 

day on June 17, 1703 in the parsonage in Epworth, England where his parents lived and his 

father served. He died in London in his eighty-eighth year on March 3, 1791. 

 Having spent his first ten years at the rectory in Epworth, England, the historians detail 

that his next seven years were spent at the Charterhouse school in London where his teachers 

“built on the foundations his mother had laid and prepared him for his years at Christ Church, 

Oxford.”
11

    

                                                           
8
 George H. Jones (Editor), The Methodist Primer, (Nashville, Tennessee: Methodist Evangelistic Material, ND), 7. 

9
 Ibid. 

10
 John A Vickers (Editor), A Dictionary of Methodism in Britain and Ireland, (Great Britain: Biddles Ltd, Guildford 

and King’s Lynn, 2000), 378. 
11

 Ibid.,  379 
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Historians note that at Oxford John developed a rigorous daily plan of study which 

included: ‘Mondays and Tuesdays, Greek and Latin; Wednesdays, logic and ethics; Thursdays, 

Hebrew and Arabic; Fridays, Metaphysics and Natural Philosophy; Saturdays, Oratory and 

Poetry; (and) Sunday, Divinity.”
12

  John Wesley graduated from Oxford University and that 

same year, on September 19, 1725 was ordained a Deacon. The following year he was “elected a 

fellow of Lincoln College, Oxford… and awarded the degree of Master of Arts in 1727.  He was 

ordained a Priest in the Church of England, September 22, 1728.”
13

   

Vickers and others explain that after this John was often absent from college helping his 

father in his two Lincolnshire parishes.  He returned to Oxford a year later only to find his 

brother Charles along with a few religious men who no doubt thought in like manner, pursuing 

daily activities in a methodological mode which earned them the name of the Holy Club and the 

Methodists. Big brother John soon, more because of his inclinations and nature rather than his 

seniority, became the leader; preaching, teaching, praying, leading the Holy Club.  But John, 

Reverend John, was yet to have that special relationship with God that Pentecostal and 

Evangelical Christians tend to have. Notwithstanding, Rev. John Wesley and his brother Rev. 

Charles, once they responded to God’s call, worked arduously for God and His kingdom. Indeed, 

he is credited with saying: 

Leisure and I have taken leave of each other.’ For more than fifty 

years he preached an average of three times a day, a total of 42,000 

sermons. He often rode on horseback from sixty to seventy miles a 

day, covering in his land journeys 250,000 miles.  When he was 

seventy-five years of age he speaks of having travelled 280 miles 

in forty-eight hours. He published 440 books, tracts, and 

pamphlets. 
14

  

 

                                                           
12

 George H. Jones (Editor), The Methodist Primer, (Nashville, Tennessee: Methodist Evangelistic Material, ND), 9. 
13

 Ibid. 
14

 Ibid. 
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Before dealing with Methodism and the shaping of this great church as it evolved  

 

today, it is imperative that one looks at Wesley’s progress in his own salvation.  Initially, 

 

his…methods and activities perhaps best characterized as 

meditative piety, were all designed to promote “holiness of heart 

and life” …At that time, Wesley’s hope for salvation was 

grounded in reliance upon the sincerity of his own desire to lead 

the Christian life and a trust in God’s promises as he understood 

them.
15

 

 

 Much remains to be said of the character of Methodism and the things that gave rise to its 

form then and now.  Indeed, Walls in his description, said “Methodism is a spiritual movement 

in the temporal environment.  These would be cold words if they were not built upon hearts 

pregnant with celestial fire and hand and bodies absorbed in a wholehearted trial to fulfill and 

expand the spirit and fervency of this potent reality of divine presence and meaning in the 

concrete environment.”
16

    Indeed, one of necessity must examine Wesley’s heartwarming 

experience, since it would lead to a better understanding of his description of a Methodist. 

As the story goes, a General James Oglethorpe was organizing a colony for/in Georgia 

and wanted some clergymen to go and minister to the spiritual needs of the colonists and at the 

same time serve as missionaries to the Indians.  Whether his stance was that religion was the 

opiate of the people or that it posed a genuine concern for the spiritual welfare of the human 

being, is not clear.  Suffice it to say however, that John Wesley volunteered to serve in the 

mission field and his brother Charles as the General’s secretary.  Notwithstanding one needs to 

keep interest and focus on what led to Wesley’s heartwarming experience, and must keep in 

mind that the Wesleys never had an official separation from the Church of England, and in fact, 

John would die an Anglican Priest. 
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Cynthia Lynn Lyerly points out that “to write about Methodist beginnings in America (a 

past northern and southern Methodists shared) is to enter a world of both fact and myth.”
17

  

There is little doubt that myth is mixed with fact, but tradition says that on October 21, 1735, 

Oglethorpe, John and Charles Wesley with about eighty (80) other English and twenty-six (26) 

Moravians, including women and children, set sail aboard the “Simmonds”.  It was the 

Moravians who made an ineffaceable impact upon John Wesley.  They were said to be very 

pious and to have a simple but strong faith in God.  As they travelled, the storms arose and 

rocked the ship with a fierceness that drove rampant fear into their hearts.  The Moravians 

however showed an absence of fear and through singing, prayer and the reading of scripture 

displayed a paramount faith in God.  John’s eyes were opened to a new kind of Christian 

experience which he felt absent in his life. 

It is reported that John was received well by most of the people in Georgia and that he 

worked assiduously at his ministry.  Not only did he preach and administer the sacraments of the 

Church of England in English, but also in German, French, Italian and Spanish!  Even here his 

steeped methodological inclinations surfaced, for he is said to have organized a society of the 

more studious and serious, and patterned it after the Oxford society or Holy Club.  Indeed, it is 

said that after his return to England, he referred to this society that he established as the first 

Methodist Society after Oxford. 

With regard to his work with the Indians, his great expectations proved less fruitful. 

He had great expectations for his work with the Indians. He 

thought he would find them with open minds, “as little children 

willing to learn and eager to do the will of God.”  To use his own 

words, however, they were “gluttons, thieves, liars, and 

murderers.” They were so well content with their manner of living 
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that they would brook no interference by Wesley nor permit him to 

come among them.  The leaders told Wesley that they were too 

busily engaged with wars to hear him.  All of Wesley’s advisers, 

including Oglethorpe, insisted that the time had not yet come to 

establish a Christian mission among the Indians.  He was greatly 

disappointed, for he considered the mission to the Indians his chief 

duty to America.
18

 

 

This was not the only of Wesley’s problems in Georgia, nor was it his most telling.  

Apparently when it came to church discipline, he was very strict and his unadulterated, plain 

preaching of the Word to the colonists cut deep, offended and turned them against him.  This 

coupled with his problems with the Indians and the fact that he did not agree to serve 

permanently as a priest for the Church of England in Georgia, resulted in a discouraged John 

Wesley setting sail to return to England on December 22, 1737.  Little did he realize the mark he 

had made in Georgia for George Whitefield is said to have later visited Georgia and commented 

on the excellent work that Wesley had done, the unyielding groundwork that he had laid and how 

precious his name was among the people.  “The good John Wesley has done in America is 

inexpressible.  His name is very precious among the people and he has laid a foundation that I 

hope neither man nor devils will ever be able to shake.” 
19

 

A persistently disturbed-in-mind and restless-in-spirit John arrived in London February 3, 

1738.  He went about doing that which was set before him, but seemingly, all he could reflect on 

was the peace and assurance of his Moravian friends on the boat, something greatly missing in 

his life.  One Moravian, Peter Bohler, a leader in London talked often with John -- conversations 

which led him to a new understanding of saving faith. 
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Tradition holds that on the evening of May 24, 1738 John Wesley went to a (Moravian) 

society meeting in Aldersgate Street, where Luther’s preface to the Epistle to the Romans was 

being read, emphasizing the changes in heart and soul attainable through faith in Jesus Christ.  It 

was on this occasion history states that John Wesley felt his heart strangely warmed.  “I felt I did 

trust in Christ, Christ alone for salvation; and an assurance was given me, that he had taken away 

my sins, even mine, and saved me from the law of sin and death.”
20

  This earth shattering event 

must have been what led John Wesley to state that “a Methodist is one who lives according to the 

method laid down in the Bible”
21

 with emphasis being placed upon conversion based upon a 

heartwarming experience. 

And so, Methodism started, grew and spread all over England and as the colonists moved 

abroad, so did it catch afire.  Hardt
22

 reviewed literature and came up with the factors he saw as 

contributing to the swell of Methodism. 

Key among these were the liberal spiritual conditions which allowed wide interpretation 

and freedom in behavior in the spiritual conditions of the Church of England, conditions similar 

to what existed in the United States, especially when the tolerance of attitude, beliefs and 

behavior applied to Whites.  This freedom combined resulted in a lack of determined activity to 

reach those not steeped in the belief that they were redeemed by the saving grace of Jesus Christ; 

to reach those who did not acknowledge that justification by faith played a key role in their 

religious and daily lives -- mostly because they belonged to the lower class whose style and 

manner of living caused those of other classes to turn their noses up in an act of what may well 

be termed self-satisfaction.  As a result those who affirmed this position did not expend too much 

                                                           
20

 Ibid, 14. 
21

 W.J. Townsend,   A New History Of Methodism, (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1909), 140. 
22

 Rev. Dr. Philip F. Hardt, The Soul of Methodism: The class Meeting in Early New York City Methodism, (New York: 
University Press of America, Inc., 2000), 2-3. 



22 

 

effort to save those of the lower class from the wrath to come.  Also in existence at this time in 

England, were communities which seemed to lack all moral turpitude, and existed under a total 

absence of laws or spiritual influences.    

What seemed unbeknown to other church leaders, especially those of the Church of 

England, became obvious to John Wesley and he was blessed not only to identify this as one of 

his priorities, but with the ability to preach and reach those of these poor classes especially, with 

the good news of the saving grace of the Gospel message.  

Wesley went beyond these efforts and evangelized the newly industrial areas. The growth 

and spread of Methodism is further due to Wesley’s wisdom and pragmatism as he fostered 

itinerant field preaching and created the system of use of lay preachers which proved vital to the 

expansion and propagation of the development of the denomination through the Methodist 

revival.   

Hardt underscored the fact that Wesley’s organizational skills played a great role in the 

establishment and solidification of the movement.  Said he:  

Notwithstanding these different understandings of the impetus for 

the founding of Methodism, scholars are agreed that the movement 

provided strong spiritual support to its members through its three 

primary pastoral structures.  First of all, the society meeting 

brought together on a weekly basis all the Methodists in a 

particular town or city.  Second, every society member was 

encouraged to join a small band for more intimate sharing.  Third 

and last, every prospective and full member was required to attend 

a weekly class meeting in which members described their spiritual 

progress under the guidance of the class leader.
23

 

 

  The society meeting is said to have begun in 1739 in London when persons sought 

further instructions and explanations, having heard Wesley preach. These weekly meetings 

became a part of the structure of Methodism, especially as they grew and spread and an 
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organizational format was needed.  Hardt’s
24

 description of the Society in Britain pointed out 

that Wesley “drew upon the earlier Anglican “religious society” in several ways.”
25

  As a result 

of John’s contemplation and deliberation, the Wesleys and no doubt those with whom they 

consulted, developed and wrote what is now known as the Discipline, for use by all Methodist 

societies. 

 The rules Wesley instituted, governed admission, attendance, frequency of meetings, 

conditions for expulsion and members behavior.  These were all but fourteen of the thirty-nine 

general rules which govern the Anglican Church in England, where Wesley held his 

membership.  The twenty-five articles of religion of the Methodist Church are the same twenty-

five which govern the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church, not the least of which is the 

one condition still required of those who desire membership in a Methodist Society – “a desire 

to flee from the wrath to come and be saved from their sins.”
26

 

African Methodist Episcopal Zion scholar, Atheal Pierce 
27

 holds the position that the 

Methodist faith is distinguishable from other protestant faiths.  As he states: “The most 

fundamental distinction of Methodist teaching is that people must use logic and reason in all 

matters of faith.  Also important is the acknowledgement of “prevenient,” “justifying,” and 

“sanctifying” grace.  Methodism taught that all are blessed with these graces at different times 

through the power of the Holy Spirit.”  Pierce also addresses the pivotal role of the presence and 

actions of the Holy Spirit.  Says he: 
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 Wesley sought a scriptural Christianity “energized” by the 

ongoing presence of the Holy Spirit.  Wesley’s theology addressed 

the issue of sin wherever it was found.  He sought restoration of 

relationships between man and man and God and man.  Wesley’s 

theology addressed both the spiritual and social conditions of 

humanity.  This was evidenced by the large response of the poor to 

his message and ministry.  Early Methodism also had a strong 

evangelical fervor.  Wesley taught that the major cause of social 

ills resulted from man’s broken relationship with his Creator.
28

 

 

Each society for members only, met in the evening and included exhortation, prayer, 

scriptural reading and included a psalm. Unlike today, it is reported that each society was 

required to split into two when it reached a membership of forty.  Until the very recent past, class 

tickets were given out once a quarter to those in good standing and one could not partake in Holy 

Communion unless one had attended the class meeting and could present the ticket.  The 

Discipline addressed the issue of non-attendance and moral behavior which were included in the 

rules as reasons for expulsion from societies and churches.  Like today, probationary periods of 

training were compulsory for new members before full membership could be attained. The 

society’s meeting included a talk as well as prayer, spiritual reading, a psalm and the asking of 

that vital question: “Is it well with your soul?” 

It should be noted that the initial structure which also included the Band meeting was 

apparently borrowed with some modification from the Moravians.  Each band had a leader and at 

some point in the month leaders met to discuss their members.  The band meeting also provided 

tickets for those who attended Love Feasts and thus were approved to participate in Holy 

Communion.  It is reported that attendance and participation here was always low, though a 

necessity if one was to participate in the sacrament of Holy Communion. 
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The third structure established then and still functioning successfully in many branches of 

Methodism is the Class System.  Many other denominations have borrowed this idea, called it by 

other names and use it successfully.   Notwithstanding, it must be noted that the Wesleys never 

sought to establish Methodist churches but merely wanted societies to attend their parish 

churches. 

Tradition states that the Class Leader System was started for reasons other than a part of 

the organizational structure of a blossoming and spreading group called Methodists.  Apparently 

when John Wesley’s unit of Methodism became too large to manage, he broke it into small 

working units known as Classes.  About the same time they owed on one of their meeting houses 

and sought ways to liquidate the debt.  It was suggested that every member of the society give a 

penny a week, but many were too poor to pay even this meager amount.  Thus, it was that a 

Captain Foy recommended that eleven of the poorest be put with him and he will then collect 

what they could give weekly, and make up for what and when they could not give.  This was 

done.  But as Basil Miller points out, 

When the stewards were visiting their eleven’s for money 

purposes, they caught rumors of how the men were living. 

These lax conditions were reported to John, who like a flash saw 

the spiritual implications of this (small) group plan.  Immediately, 

 he called together the leaders of these financial classes, 

unfolded his scheme and told them to inform him as to how the 

people in their groups were living.  In London the same  plan 

was put into operation…when he called his leaders together and 

perfected his mobile working force…John soon found it practical 

for class leaders to visit each member at his own meeting at some 

central place which caused them  “to bear one another’s 

burdens”…And as they had daily a more intimate acquaintance, so 

they had a more endeared affection for each other.
29

   

 

David Hempton summarized this for us so ably: 
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Bands and classes, hymns and love feasts, and love feasts, and 

rules and discipline supplied the requisite structure and rituals for 

reconstituted lives.  In short Methodism evolved with a theology 

and structure that enabled it to meet the essential demands of 

individual assurance and communal discipline in a world order on 

the brink of very substantial changes.  Methodism survived as the 

fittest of the various brands of evangelical piety in the first half of 

the eighteenth century, but its future growth depended largely on 

how well it would adapt to dramatic environmental changes.
30

 

 

John Wesley is credited with directly influencing the growth of Methodism both in 

England and America, though he was seemingly not aware of the vastness of his influence in 

latter country.  He is credited with laying the foundation in both countries, though he had left 

America with an ostensibly broken heart and a feeling of total failure at the work he had done.  

Andrews credits the first Americans called “Methodists” as followers of George Whitefield who 

earlier in this paper was quoted as crediting Wesley with laying a good foundation.  Said 

Andrews: 

In time Methodism would flourish in the American setting 

as it did in Britain, but this was unforeseen by its founder.  

John Wesley considered his Georgia mission a failure.  Stymied by 

his parishioners’ recalcitrance, his own rigid  

attachment to Anglican ceremony, and his inability to attract more 

than the Chickasaws’ token interest in Anglicanism, Wesley had 

given up trying to convert the colonies.  Instead, the first 

Americans called “Methodists” were followers of George 

Whitefield, the Wesleys’ evangelical comrade and Calvinist 

competitor, who dominated American Methodism until the arrival 

of Wesley’s itinerants in the Middle Colonies in 1769. 
31

   

 

Several versions of myths and facts blend to help us perceive the picture. “Between 1770 

and 1820 American Methodists achieved a virtual miracle of growth, rising from fewer than one 
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thousand (1,000) members to more than two hundred and fifty thousand (250,000) was a 

Methodist, by 1812 Methodists numbered one out of every thirty-six (36) Americans.  By 1830 

membership stood at nearly half a million.”
32

 (500,000) and by 1775, this had grown to less than 

one out of every eight hundred (800) Americans.  

 Notwithstanding, Phillip Embury and Robert Strawbridge, two Methodist local preachers 

in Ireland, came to America in 1760.  Embury is said to have “organized the first Methodist 

Society in New York in 1766 (while) Strawbridge organized the first Methodist Society in 

Maryland probably sometime during the year 1763.”
33

 

Shortly before the American Revolution, Methodism spread to the 

North American colonies.  Lay immigrants brought the Methodist 

movement’s teachings and disciplines.  Their enthusiasm for their 

faith led them to gather small groups who met regularly to pray, 

sing and witness.  “Methodist societies” were formed throughout 

the colonies, especially in Delaware, Maryland, New Jersey, New 

York, North Carolina, Pennsylvania and Virginia. Methodist 

preaching and teaching had a broad appeal for Wesley’s followers 

proclaimed the gospel is for everyone. In response to the colonists’ 

request, Wesley appointed two missionaries in 1769 to organize 

Methodism in America.  Members were still requested to receive 

sacraments from Church of England clergy.  Following the 

Revolutionary War, few Church of England priests remained in 

America.  Wesley ordained two lay preachers and “set apart,” 

Thomas Coke and Francis Asbury, as joint superintendents.  

Asbury sent Freeborn Garrettson and Harry “Black Harry” Hosier   

to gather the preachers, and on Christmas Eve 1784, the   

Methodist Episcopal Church was organized in Baltimore.
34
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Jones et al
35

 pointed out in the 1760’s British troops were in New York and among them 

was one Captain Thomas Webb who had been converted in England under the preaching of John 

Wesley and had joined a Methodist Society and was a lay preacher.  He proved to be Embury’s 

‘right hand’ in the building of the first New York Methodist Meeting House which was dedicated 

on October 30, 1768.  It was Webb and others who made several appeals to Wesley for preachers.  

In response, Richard Wright and Francis Asbury were sent.  Only one of the lot, Strawbridge, was 

ordained, and probably by a German minister.  Not only were the colonists separated from 

England after the Revolutionary War, but most of the Anglican Priests returned to England.  Who 

would administer the Methodists their sacraments?  Many an SOS went to Wesley. 

Therefore, after calm deliberation, on September 1, 1784, assisted 

by Thomas Coke and James Creighton, also Presbyter of the 

Church of England, he (John Wesley) ordained Richard Whatcoat 

and Thomas Vasey deacons. The next day he ordained them elders.  

Then, assisted by Creighton, Whatcoat, and Vasey, he ordained 

Thomas Coke, Superintendent.
36

 

  

The ordained immediately came to America and a Christmas Conference of all preachers 

was called on December 24, 1784, resulting in Asbury and Coke being elected superintendents; 

the church being formally organized and named Methodist Episcopal   Asbury being ordained 

Deacon on Saturday, an Elder on Sunday, and consecrated superintendent (Bishop) on Monday; 

the Articles of Religion and the Sunday service prepared by John Wesley for Methodists in North 

America being adopted; approval being given for the establishment of a school, afterward known 

as Cokesbury College; twelve other preachers being elected and ordained Elders and a program of 

Expansion was outlined. 

                                                           
35

 George H. Jones (Editor), The Methodist Primer, (Nashville, Tennessee: Methodist Evangelistic Material),   19-21. 
36

 Ibid, 20. 



29 

 

  Hatch and Wigger emphasize the explosive growth of the Methodist Episcopal Church 

which was almost extinct in 1771 (four (4) ministers and 3000 lay people) to about thirty-four 

(34) percent of all church people in 1850. 

Under the tireless direction of Asbury, the Methodists advanced 

from Canada to Georgia emphasizing three themes that Americans 

found captivating: God’s free grace, the liberty of people to accept 

or reject that grace, and the power and validity of popular religious 

expression –even among servants, women, and African 

Americans.
37

 

 

 So here we have the church, the Methodist Episcopal Church where Whites, freed Blacks, 

servants, women, African American slaves could worship and believe in God’s free grace, the 

liberty of people to accept or reject that grace and the power and validity of popular religious 

expression.  This family grew geometrically.  Then, even as the twig falls from the tree, is 

buried, sprout roots and develops into new plants, so did this church.  It grew such that today, 

this Methodist Family has grown well beyond the Methodist Episcopal Church. Indeed, the US e 

Pan Methodist Commission provides a timeline for the  twenty first century Methodist family 

and pen portraits of the other American Wesleyan Methodist Family gives a highlight of the 

history of the growth and development of the denomination in this part of the world. 

 

TIMELINE
38

 

1738 John Wesley – renewal movement, Church of England 

1760s Philip Embury, Barbara Heck and Robert Strawbridge –“Methodist Societies” in 

America 
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1784 Christmas Conference – Freeborn Garrettson and Harry Hosier – Methodist 

Episcopal Church, Francis Asbury and Thomas Coke appointed joint 

superintendents. 

 

1787 Richard Allen – African Methodist Episcopal Church, Philadelphia. 

 

1796 James Varick – African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church, New York 

 

1800 Martin Boeham and Philip Otterbein – Church of the United Brethren in Christ 

 

1803 Jacob Albright – Evangelical Association (Evangelical Church). 

 

1813 Union American Methodist Episcopal Church 

 

1830 Methodist Protestant Church 

 

1843 Wesleyan Methodist Church of America 

 

1844 Methodist Episcopal Church, South 

 

1860 Free Methodist Church of North America 

 

1870 Colored Methodist Episcopal Church (Christian Methodist Episcopal Church) 

 

1881 New Congregational Methodist Church 

 

1894 Evangelical Methodist Church 

 

1939 Methodist Episcopal Church, Methodist Protestant Church and Methodist 

Episcopal Church, South form Methodist Church 

 

1946 Church of the United Brethren in Christ and Evangelical Church form Evangelic 

United Brethren Church 

 

 1968 Evangelical United Brethren Church and Methodist Church form the United 

Methodist Church 

 

The African Methodist Episcopal Church 

 

 Dennis C. Dickerson,
39

 the historiographer of the African Methodist Episcopal 

Church provides the pen portrait of the history of his denomination thusly: 

  The African Methodist Episcopal (A.M.E.) Church emerged  
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  from the Free African Society, a mutual-aid organization  

  former slave Richard Allen founded in 1787.  A racial incident  

  at Philadelphia’s St. George Methodist Church convinced the  

  itinerant Methodist preacher to start a branch of Methodism  

  that practiced racial equality.   

 

  In 1794, Allen led in building Philadelphia’s Bethel African  

  Methodist Episcopal Church.  In 1816, he convened African- 

  American Methodists from other mid-Atlantic communities to 

   form the African Methodist Episcopal denomination and was  

   consecrated its first bishop. 

   

  The A.M.E. Church rapidly spread throughout the United States,  

  Canada and Haiti.  During the Civil War, A.M.E. missionaries  

  traveled into the confederacy too draw new members.  As mem-  

  bership swelled to 400,000 by 1880, A.M.E. in the United  

  States, Canada and Haiti.  During the Civil War, A.M.E. mission-  

  aries traveled into the confederacy to draw new members.  As  

  membership swelled to 400,000 by 1880, A.M.E. clergy and lay  

  leaders became active politically. 

   

  Reunification in 1884 with the British Methodist Episcopal  

  Church added the Maritime Provinces, Bermuda and parts of  

  South America.  Formal entry into West Africa and South Africa  

 in the 1890’s expanded the denomination beyond the Western Hemisphere. 

Missionaries also embraced much of the Caribbean, especially Cuba. 

    

  By 1900 several states, as well as the Caribbean and Africa, con-  

  tained A.M.E.-supported schools on secondary, college, university  

 and seminary levels.  

 

 The two world wars, which launched a Massive African- 

 American movement from the South the northern  and western  

 cities spearheaded more development.  Urban  churches developed  

 a social gospel that redefined A.M.E. ministry.  Today with more  

 than two million members in 7,000 congregations on four  

 continents, the A.M.E. Church plays a role in sustaining the  

 Allen tradition. 

 

The Christian Methodist Episcopal Church 

 The Executive Secretary of the Christian Methodist Episcopal Church, Attorney Juanita 

Bryant
40

 provides the pen portrait of the history of her denomination. 
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  The Colored Methodist Episcopal (C.M.E.) Church came into  

  existence as a result of the movement from slavery to freedom.   

  The Methodist Episcopal (M.E.) Church South was an outgrowth  

  of Wesley’s Methodism.  Some Blacks, converted to Christianity  

  by slave masters, accepted the Methodist doctrine as it was.   

  However, the emancipation of Blacks from slavery created the  

  desire by Blacks to have and control their own church. 

 

  In 1870, 41 African-American men gathered in Jackson,  

  Tennessee.  With the advice and assistance of the white brethren  

  of the M.E. Church South, the Black religious leaders organized  

  the colored branch of Methodism.  They adopted the Methodist  

Church, South’s Book of Discipline, and elected two of their own preachers – 

William H. Miles of Kentucky and Richard H. Vander horst of Georgia – as their 

bishops. 

  

Bishop W. J. Walls made it pellucidly clear however, that in the twentieth century 

Methodism today, on both sides of the ocean, has become afflicted with an icy dull-ity, 

and to put it more tritely, a splendid nullity.  British Methodism has already voted to go 

back to the Anglican Church and American Methodism is struggling hard to overcome 

herself, the power that would crucify her on a cross of gold.
41

 

  

 Chapter two addresses the growth and development of the African Methodist 

Episcopal Zion Church,  

                                                           
41

 Bishop W.J. Walls The A.M.E. Zion Church: IT’S METHODIST IDENTITY (Salisbury, North Carolina: Livingstone 
College), July 31, 1966. 
 



33 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

THE AFRICAN METHODIST EPISCOPAL ZION CHURCH 

 Initially, I thought the key to writing about the history of this denomination would be 

painting a picture of the environment in which Zion emerged, and I shall.  But Bishop James 

Walker Hood in dealing with "God's purpose in Negro Church As Seen in the History of the 

Movement 1831-1918"
1
 described then America as a place like no other in the world.  He 

described black delegates to the Ecumenical Conference of Methodism in London in 1881 as 

likely to be honored and given extraordinary attention.  In America on the other hand, the entire 

race -- black race that is, is excluded from the social and religious circle of other races -  

regardless of the individual's moral, material or intellectual worth.  

 The church door may have in some places been the only door not totally closed against 

the blacks or between blacks and whites, but the treatment of the blacks was so terrible, the 

conditions so intolerable, the differences were seemingly insurmountable.  Thus  as Hood puts 

it: 
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Near the close of the eighteenth century, there began an unparalleled movement, 

which has resulted in the establishment of the Negro Church, not one branch 

merely, but all the branches; not of one denomination, merely, but of all 

denominations. The colored members of the different Christian denominations, of 

one accord, in all parts of the country, and as nearly as can now be learned, at 

about the same time, separated from the whites, and formed each for themselves, 

a church of the same faith and order, as those from which they separated, leaving 

the white churches almost without a colored membership.  This is the movement 

which we have pronounced unparalleled.
2
  

 In spite  of country wide similarities in churches, conditions in the Northeastern city and 

state of New York  where this denomination started must be looked at. Dr. James David 

Armstrong, Secretary, Historical Society of the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church did a 

most effective job of this when in preparing a brief historical survey of the Church he said: 

Two years after 30 Dutch families settled on the island of Manhattan in 1624, 11 

(eleven) Negro pioneers were imported to this new territory, which the Dutch had 

purchased from the Indians for “beads and trinkets,” and named it “New 

Amsterdam”.  Servitude began immediately after their arrival when they were put 

to work as “company Negroes,” building roads, cutting timber, clearing land, and 

erecting dwellings and forts.  Eighteen (18) years after their arrival, the 11 Negro 

pioneers, with their families, boldly demanded freedom.  Official tempers flared, 

but the rank-and-file of colonists recalled the early labors of these black men and 

supported their demands.  The authorities granted them land on the edge of the 

settlement; in a tangled swamp know today as Greenwich Village…By the first 

half of the eighteenth century, New York had the largest slave population north of 

the plantation states… In approaching the second half of the eighteenth century, 

the season of religious breakthrough for Africans in New York, one can easily 

observe the obstruction, the hindrance, and the barriers, which they would begin 

to challenge with insurmountable faith and courage, and finally make their move 

before the end of the century…Thus was the condition when the strange new sect 

from England, known by the name of Methodist, emerged on the American 

continent in the city of New York, 10 years later, and near the same period on the 

shores of Maryland, the suspicion and fear continued to exist with very little 

change until the Revolutionary War period.  The handicaps under these pressures 

and oppressive laws were severe.  In spite of this, a few free Africans managed to 

get enough education to read and write.  Many of them were naturally skillful, full 
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of God-given talents, and industrious in trade and occupations.  This was typical 

of all the Africans, both slave and free, in all parts of the New Territory.  Even 

though the strictest methods were used to keep them in ignorance and illiteracy, 

several incidents indicative of the skillful, tactful and intelligent Africans in this 

country are depicted by … historical writers.  Most miraculous of all this is how 

the African overcame a suffering handicap, long and inhumane, in comparison 

with the Indian whom the white man was never able to subject to slavery.3 

When Methodism started in New York, Blacks were very much a part of this group… 

 Philip Embury, who had been licensed by John Wesley, held the first Methodist 

meeting on American soil in his home in Augustus Street (then Barrack Street), 

exhorting to an audience of five, one black person was present.  She was Betty, 

the slave of Barbara Heck, who had requested the meeting of her fellow 

countryman out of necessity to save their people from “hell.” They sang and 

prayed while Mr. Embury instructed them in doctrines from salvation.4 

 The fact that “Negroes in New York were still not to have any known meeting among 

themselves unless otherwise supervised was a very perplexing situation, especially to the free 

group with a degree of education.”5 Yet it must be pointed out that this would not have been the 

case for Whites since the New York Post Boy of February 16, 1756 clearly states: 

Nine Negroes were recently “whipt at the whipping post” for illegally assembling 

on Sunday, February 8.  Their offense was a violation of the provincial act aimed 

to prevent “the Conspiracy and Insurrection of Negroes and other slaves,” and 

also of the city ordinance which required that not more than three Negroes should 

be seen together at one time, except in their owner’s service, under penalty of 

being whipped.6 
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 Free or slaves, Blacks were all treated alike – negatively.  It seems little wonder Blacks 

were drawn to Methodism initially, for whether, the magnet, John Wesley, opposed slavery and 

was “a friend of the black race long before it (Methodism) was introduced on the American 

continent.”7  To put it in his words: 

By slavery I mean domestic slavery or that of a servant to a master. A late 

ingenious writer well observes, "The variety of forms in which slavery appears, 

makes it almost impossible to convey a just notion of it, by way of definition. 

There are however certain properties which have accompanied slavery in most 

places, whereby it is easily distinguished from that mild domestic service which 

obtains in our own country*." All slave-holders of whatever rank and degree; 

seeing men-buyers are exactly on a level with men-stealers. Indeed you say, "I pay 

honestly for my goods: and I am not concerned to know how they are come by." 

Nay, but you are: You are deeply concerned; to know they are honestly come by. 

Otherwise you are partaker with a thief, and are not a jot honester than him. But 

you know they are not honestly come by: You know they are procured by means, 

nothing near as innocent as picking of pockets, house-breaking, or robbery upon 

the highway. You know they are procured by a deliberate series of more 

complicated villainy, of fraud, robbery and murder) than was ever practiced either 

by Mahometans or Pagans: in particular by murders, of all kinds; by the blood of 

the innocent poured upon the ground like water. Now it is your money that pays 

the merchant, and thro' him the captain, and the African butchers. You therefore 

are guilty, yea, principally guilty, of all these frauds, robberies and murders. You 

are the spring that puts all the rest in motion: they would not stir a step 

without you:--Therefore the blood of all these wretches, who die before their time, 

whether in their country, or elsewhere lie upon your head. The blood of thy 

brother, (for, whether thou wilt believe it or not, such he is in the sight of him that 

made him) crieth against thee from the earth, from the ship, and from the waters. 

O, whatever it costs, put a stop to its cry before it be too late. Instantly, at any 

price, were it the half of your goods, deliver thyself from blood-guiltiness! Thy 

hands, thy bed, thy furniture, thy house, thy lands are at present stained with 

blood. Surely it is enough; accumulate no more guilt; spill no more blood of the 

innocent! Do not hire another to shed blood: Do not pay him for doing it! 

Whether you are a Christian or no, shew yourself a man; be not more savage than 
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a lion or a bear! Perhaps you will say, "I do not buy any Negroes: I only use those 

left me by my father."--So far is well; but is it enough to satisfy your own 

conscience? Had your father, have you, has any man living, a right to use another 

as a slave? It cannot be, even setting revelation aside. It cannot be that either war, 

or contract, can give any man such a property in another as he has in sheep and 

oxen. Much less is it possible, that any child of man should ever be born a slave. 

Liberty is the right of every human creature, as soon as he breathes the vital air. 

And no human law can deprive him of that right, which he derives from the law 

of nature. 8 

 

 The history of Methodism reveals however, that in spite of Wesley’s views, few 

American Methodists were in concert with him, even though Blacks were a part of the American 

movement from its inception. However, one must not forget that the official public position of 

the Methodist church was that it stood against slavery.  On the other hand, it cannot be forgotten 

that slavery played a role in the split of Methodism
9
.  

 This should not be surprising, for as Walls points out, “all the Black churches were born 

in white congregations, East and West, North and South.”10  When the Blacks came as slaves, 

they had to divest themselves of everything but their lives and color.   Meanwhile, many of the 

others who were brought to America as indentured immigrants or else, kept their language, their 

contacts with others of their country, race and tribe. Oral history posits that slave traders had 

Blacks placed in the hold of ships in a manner which separated them so no two who spoke the 

same dialect were housed together, and given that they did not know who to trust, even when 

possible, fear of strange surroundings, of being beaten into submission was enough to quell much 
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oral communication.  This seemed to have been the pattern continued in homes, on plantations or 

wherever and in which ever countries Blacks were taken, forcing them to adopt the language of 

their “slave owners” and thus was seen as not posing a great threat.  No wonder as applicable to 

America, Walls in his wisdom wrote: “organized Christianity is the major thing the Black race 

got out of slavery, second to which was the English language.  Slavery was a big price to pay, 

however, especially when we remember the boon of free civilization was granted to other 

branches of the human race without the blighting prolongation of slavery.”11 

 The Methodist movement in America outgrew its humble beginnings in the Embury’s 

home and soon obtained a more commodious facility for meeting and a little later moved into the 

Rigging or Sail Loft at 120 William Street.  The Black membership of John Street Church, in the 

beginning, was principally slave.  While meeting in the Rigging Loft, when the subscription for 

Wesley Chapel (the first John Street Church) were circulated, two dedicated young slave girls 

contributed; Rachel - gave nine shillings and Margaret - seven shillings, of their meager 

belongings.12      

 Blacks - slave and free, were initially permitted to occupy the back seats in the sanctuary.  

It may be of interest to note that these seats were spaced apart from each other. As membership 

grew the Blacks were shuttled up to the gallery/balcony and then to the back of gallery/balcony 

when as the membership multiplied, white men had to take seats in the balcony, the capacity of 

the sanctuary being rather small. The Blacks were given communion after all whites were served.  

They were baptized and named at the dictates of the white ministers who went so far as to re-
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name the babies of Blacks if they found the names given by parents not to their liking.  As time 

went by, in spite of the harsh treatment and blatant indignities, some Blacks were licensed as 

Local Preachers.  However, they were permitted to occasionally preach to Negroes only and 

when doing so, more often than not, they were given text and subject.  “The colored preachers, 

were thus deprived of the opportunity of improving their gifts and graces, as they then stood 

connected with the white M.E. Society, and (most galling to those now viewing these events, they 

were) prohibited from joining the Annual M.E. Conference, as itinerant preachers, with their 

white brethren.”13  They were hard working men and women who attended church regularly and 

supported it financially and with labor, but could not be buried in a cemetery with white 

members!  From the beginning of the Methodist Church in New York in 1766, one Black was 

present and an active part of the church.  As the church grew so did the number of Blacks and 

their participation was not without fervor and enthusiasm.  Yet it would be thirty years later 

before the people of color would choose to or circumstances force them to form their own 

church.   

 “Tradition,” according to the Merriam-Webster Dictionary, “is the handing down of 

information, beliefs, and customs by word of mouth or by example from one generation to 

another without written instruction.” Generally,  Zion's tradition seems to propagate the popular 

story of our fore parents marching forward and boldly starting the new denomination,  and only 

when and if one gets to stages of greater interest or higher studies then further details become 

clear.  Only if a particular segment of the history book is being read, then ... the "Aha-Aha" 

moment becomes visible. Hence, though tempted to follow tradition at this point and merely 
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provide the flowery history of the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church, as posited by some; 

scholarly approaches call for acknowledging the fact that there are other  voices which do not 

subscribe to this position only and thus demands  another look at the historical facts.  

 Even after two centuries, the question is often debated as to what exactly was the catalyst 

that caused the Blacks to seek to form their own denomination.   

 Hood gives us a pellucid summary as one could ask  when as he explains, the 

extraordinary causes which gave rise to the movement could be applicable to all churches and 

are certainly applicable to African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church. 

 Like causes produce like effects, wherever operated. Back seats, sometimes 

called "Nigger" pews, were provided for them. Galleries which were reached by 

outsteps, and in some cases, outside sheds were provided without any means of 

keeping warm, where they could hear the preacher, but could not see him.  They 

were denied the privilege of the Lord's table, until all the whites had communed. 

The line of proscription was also drawn at the baptismal font. Such were some of 

the many vexations and indignities to which the colored members were subjected 

in the white church. Is it any wonder that they came out?   The foregoing is what 

we find on the surface. But digging down, we shall find that what, on the surface 

of this subject appeared as only the result of a wicked proscription, born of race 

hate, begotten of that hydra-headed monster, American slavery, is only another of 

the many instances in which God his made the wrath of men to praise Him. 
14

 

  

“When the first Methodist Episcopal (M.E.) Society (mainly white) was established in New 

York, among whom were several colored persons, the two races found no difficulty in the 

practice of religious fellowship and the equal enjoyment of religious rights and privileges; but as 

the Church grew in  popularity and influence, prejudice of caste engendered Negro proscription.  
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As colored members increased, race friction and proscription increased, which finally exhausted 

the patience of the colored members of the M.E. Society.”15 This type of treatment, the severely 

felt need for emancipation and religious freedom, was key among the underlying causes which 

thus prompted the founding members of the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church to 

ascertain the green light to initially hold meetings among themselves. 

 Bishop Christopher Rush, the second in line of succession in the African Methodist 

Episcopal Zion Church, “born 1777; ordained Deacon and Elder, July 23, 1822, Consecrated 

Bishop, May 18, 1826, Died July 16, 1873”16 , painted a different picture.  If surly feelings 

existed, according to the account of he who lived through this period, they never surfaced.  

Books exist today which speak to the history of the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church.  

The earliest written17 of these was first published in 1843 and reprinted in 1866 and in 2000.   

At the beginning of our organization, Zion had the eminent George Collins 

recording the actions and deeds of the movement.  He was a man of brilliance, a 

school teacher of his own race group.  Because of the inadequacy of education for 

blacks in the age, he also had to earn his living by other trades.  Therefore, in 

addition to the teaching, he was a painter and operated a grocery store on the side.  

George Collins in effect, was our first General Secretary.  The committee of 

five,… Selected…George Collins to edit the first Discipline in 1820.  He was an 

expert record keeper and zealous church worker, and amanuensis to Bishop Rush 

most of the Bishop’s years of service.  Unfortunately, the first church records 

were destroyed in a disastrous fire in 1839.18 
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 It was with Collins’ help that Rush expunges the theory that their break was 

acrimonious.  Said Rush: 

In the year 1796, when the colored members of the Methodist Episcopal Church 

in the City of New York became increased, and feeling a desire for the privilege 

of holding meetings of their own, where they might have an opportunity to 

exercise their spiritual gifts among themselves, and thereby be more useful one to 

the other, a few of the most intelligent of our brethren obtained permission from 

Bishop Francis Asbury to hold meetings by themselves, in the intervals of the 

regular preaching hours of our white brethren, in the best manner they could.  The 

names of some of the men who went forward in this dawning of religious 

privileges were Francis Jacobs, William Brown, Peter Williams, Abraham 

Thompson, June Scott, Samuel Pontier, Thomas Mill, James Varick, William 

Hamilton, and some others whose names are not now recollected, who united 

together, and, by some means, hired a house on Cross Street, between Mulberry 

and Orange Streets, which formerly was a stable, but at that time was occupied by 

William Miller as a cabinetmakers shop…In this house, they held prayer meetings 

on Sunday afternoons, in the interval of Divine Service among our white brethren, 

between afternoon and evening or night service, and held also preaching and 

exhorting meetings on Wednesdays, by such of our colored brethren as were 

licensed to preach and exhort.19   

 

Current Secretary/Editor, Historical Society, African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church, Dr. 

James David Armstrong addressed the early beginnings of Zion Methodism, looking at its early 

formation and dating the conception as early as 1780 when the Blacks were placed in separate 

classes, contributing to the feelings associated with the repugnant caste system. It is widely 

understood that the Blacks were under the supervision of white leaders.  As time went on, they 

met privately to discuss the possibility of being their own men and women, operating their own 

church, “… for they realized that if they could have separate classes or societies, they could 
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ultimately have a separate Church.  They felt that they could conduct their own affairs, move in 

their own direction and care for their own needs.”20 

 The men of Class 31 of John Street Methodist Episcopal Church, were men of African 

descent, under white leadership -- not unexpected given the situation of that day.  It was hardly 

likely to find a class of mixed races in the church.  History does not provide the names of the 

influential and intelligent blacks who met (reportedly in the home of James Varick at 4 Orange 

Street)21 to chose the committee to seek a meeting with Bishop Francis Asbury of the Methodist 

Episcopal Church to implore permission to hold meetings by themselves, but it does posit the 

names of those commissioned and who successfully executed the task as Francis Jacobs, William 

Brown, Peter Williams and June Scott.  

   As Walls puts it: “from then on they moved with magnifying force, not only to produce 

some of the world’s greatest freedom fighters and advocates, but to shine as a beacon light, for 

individual rights and privileges, in becoming prominent and well known as ‘The Freedom 

Church’.”22  Gaining permission to meet was however just the beginning of what was to prove a 

long journey with many bumps in the road to autonomy.  The next step, ascertaining a place of 

worship, was a group effort spearheaded by “Francis Jacobs, William Brown, Peter Williams, 
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Abraham Thompson, June Scott, Samuel Pontier, Thomas Miller, James Varick and William 

Hamilton.”23  

 It is reported that gaining such was met with much difficulty; notwithstanding, highly 

symbolic is the fact that the first meeting home of the nucleus of the denomination was a house 

on Cross Street which had formerly been an old stable and at that time being used as a Cabinet 

shop by William Miller, an exhorter.  Seemingly, like the Jesus they believed in, there was no 

room for them but the stable, and the cross He died on as well as the many they had to bear as a 

people, could not be forgotten nor would they lose hope. As God placed in His life Joseph the 

cabinet maker to be Jesus’ earthly father, teacher and provider, He provided this cabinet shop a 

place of beginning and meeting for them.  The symbolism of the word Cross was underscored 

further by Hood who declared: “Ever since Simon the Ethiopian bore the cross of Christ, the 

Negro, whenever sufficiently enlightened, has stood by it.  In Egypt, where Christians have been 

oppressed for ages, and Christianity has been almost crushed out, the Copts, the descendants of 

the ancient Egyptians or Mizraimites, still cling to the cross, even in that dark land.”24  

 In their midst God had already provided three licensed Local Preachers along with 

exhorter Miller -- Abraham Thompson, June Scott and Thomas Miller.  The white preachers 

continued to conduct services on Sundays, but this group along with the help of others black 

preachers, conducted prayer and other meetings.  

                                                           
23  Bishop John Jamison Moore, History of the A.M.E Zion Church in America (Charlotte, North Carolina: The A.M.E. 

Zion Historical Society, 2004), p. 5 
24  Bishop J.W. Hood, One Hundred Years of the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church: The Centennial of 

African Methodism (New York: A.M.E. Zion Book Concern, 1895), pp. 24-25. 



45 

 

  It is evident that from its inception the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church through 

its leaders was called to be a liberator and bring its people to a sense of autonomy and self-

sufficiency in every sense of the word.  If this were not so, its founders could well have remained 

members of John Street Methodist Episcopal Church and tolerate what with  rearward twenty-

twenty vision comes across as a racist, segregationist and dehumanizing existence.  Cross Street 

provided them a taste of the joys that unbridled worship and a vision of what could yet be 

achieved.  Any wonder that the next step in the progression of birth of the denomination was 

willingly or unwilling, to wholly withdraw from the Methodist Episcopal Church, erect their own 

church building and form themselves into a corporate body autonomous from John Street.  Jesus 

was crucified and rose on the third day. Unwittingly, the group maintained the symbolism for it 

was three years before they again encroached on the intellect of the most respected religious 

leaders of their racial likeness on the best way to move forward.  As the decisions revealed, the 

fathers and mothers of this denomination had no problem whatever with Methodism per se and 

even adopted the entire Methodist Episcopal polity, hymns and articles of religion, which like 

those of mother Methodism, are fourteen short of the thirty-nine articles of the Episcopal Church.  

It is interesting to compare the articles with the Episcopal Church.  The extra-canonical books, 

known as the Apocrypha, are given a higher status in the Episcopal Church than in the Methodist 

traditions; the descent of Christ into hell and the article on the creeds are omitted; less emphasis 

on the damnation of those because of original sin; and a sense that work done before salvation is 

obviously sinful.  In short, the Methodist traditions are more protestant and less traditionally 

Catholic. The African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church is a descendent of the Methodist 

tradition in so many ways.  It is of great importance to stress that the breakaway church even 

took the name Methodist Episcopal, merely adding ‘African’ to its name to differentiate and 
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underscore its branch of Methodism.  History provides the names of six of the nine trustees 

appointed to the various facets of the undertaking.  Francs Jacobs, William Brown; Thomas 

Miller, George Collins, Peter Williams, Thomas Sipkins, William Hamilton and George Collins. 

Francis Jacobs was appointed Chairman of the Board of Trustees; Thomas Miller, Treasurer, and 

George Collins Secretary.  After some disappointment in procurement of land, they: 

  

…obtained two lots of ground, each twenty-five feet front and seventy-five feet 

deep, situate at the corner of Church and Leonard Streets, and fronting on Church 

Street, which circumstance renewed the courage of the Trustees who agreed to 

accept the said ground, and resolved upon its being a suitable place for the 

contemplated building…They therefore went with their subscription books, and 

solicited the public generally for aid in this great and laudable work, for the 

benefit of coloured people, in the city of New York, and in the month of 

September, or October, of the year 1800, they effected a framed building, on the 

aforesaid spot of ground, thirty-five feet wide and forty-five long, which was 

dedicated for the House of God.25 

 

 The Blacks continued their relationship with the Methodist Episcopal Church – that of 

the white elder preaching on Sunday afternoons except when communion was being served, 

usually on the second Sunday of each month and in the morning.  Meanwhile, at all other 

services – Wednesdays, Fridays, other times on Sundays, the black local preachers took charge.  

And so for a period, the old ship of Zion sailed smoothly along these waters.  It was only for a 

period however, for the annals of history reveal that there were fightings without as well as 

within.  First noted was break by preachers Abraham Thompson and June Scott who later 

returned to the fold with some of the members who had accompanied them when they linked up  
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with John Edwards (who had been expelled from the Friends Society) to form the Union Society.  

Edwards used a new house of worship with a parsonage as bait.  The next split came with the 

departure of Thomas Sipkins who seemingly wanted to be in charge and was dismissed due to 

insubordination.  He managed to persuade William Miller, then a deacon to leave the Zion 

church and together they formed the Asbury Church, drawing from the Zion membership as well.  

Among those who went with them was William Lambert who later went to Philadelphia and 

joined the Black Methodists in that city, the Bethel Church.  Moore states that “having obtained 

license from the Bishop, as a kind of Missionary Preacher, he returned to New York, and being 

denied the use of the Pulpit in Asbury Church, he determined to raise a church or congregation 

for Bishop Allen’s connection. ”26  Therein lays the beginnings of actions and reactions that led 

to strained relations between Zion and Bethel Methodism.  I strongly regret that I could not find 

material on the split from the African Methodist Episcopal Church's point of view.  Moore puts it 

thusly:  “The church (Bethel) was dedicated on Sunday, the 23
rd

 day of July, 1820, shortly after 

which Rev. Richard Allen himself, arrived in New York, and sanctioned all that had been done 

by those men acting under his supervision.  Thus he laid the foundation of a connectional strife 

that has been perpetuated against Zion Connection by the Bethel Church to this day.  Had Bishop 

Allen and his followers pursued a different course at this time, as the leader of his body, there is 

no doubt that Zion and Bethel Connections would have been one body  today.”27  

Notwithstanding, the record is clear that members of the African Methodist Episcopal Zion 

Church visited and participated, going out of their way to maintain a pleasant working 

relationship between the two denominations.  Displaying the subtlety, diplomacy and the 
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intellect which he would need to undergird his leadership skill James Varick, who would be 

elected the first Bishop in Zion, was not afraid to stand with Bishop Allen and preached on this 

occasion.  Indeed, his actions led to a working relationship between the groups. 

As time passed the struggles continued.  Zion's leadership had to move with haste to 

change course however, when the white pastor over the Zion and Asbury churches notified them 

that he and a great portion of white members had withdrawn from the White Methodist 

Episcopal Church.  Among the several reasons he disclosed, none froze the blood of his hearers 

and spurred them to further prayer and action than the fact that their General Conference had 

passed a resolution seeking to gain from the State of New York, incorporation papers which 

would give preachers power of over the assets of the churches under their governance.  Dealing 

with continued racial insults and the need to go along to get along was one thing; losing control 

of all they had sacrificed for was another all together.  The leaders met with their members.  In 

an effort to clear the thinking on what path to take going back to the white church as well as 

joining Bishop Allen were considered.  The answer to both was a resounding no.  

Words from present day Zion son and scholar Dr. Reginald  Broadnax, may help clear 

one's thinking in this area as he writes: " the discrimination faced by Zion did not occur in John 

Street Church, but in the broader M.E. Church, in reference to the advancement and ordination of 

Zion's preachers.  Subsequently, any claim that Zion was discriminated against within John 

Street Church is a misrepresentation of Zion's history."
28

 As our major history book in use, 
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written by Walls and the more fanciful tale puts it, John Street continues to be blamed and the 

history unintentionally distorted. 

Simple mathematics reveal that it was a slow and pains taking process from time of 

withdrawal to the date the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church was organized 1796 -1822. 

 Several meetings later, the official members appointed James Varick, George Collins, 

Charles Anderson, Christopher Rush and William Miller to form a Discipline.    

 As a result, down through the ages, the Founders’ Address has always been included in 

the first pages of the Church’s Book of Discipline, from which I quote: 

Beloved Brethren: We think it proper to state briefly that after due consideration, 

the official members of The African Methodist Episcopal Zion…Churches in the 

City of New York have been led to conclude that such was the relation in which 

we stood to the white Bishops and Conference, relative to the ecclesiastical 

government of the African Methodist Church or Society in America, so long as 

we remain in that situation our Preachers would never be able to enjoy those 

privileges which the Discipline of the white Church holds out to all its Members 

that are called to preach, in consequence, of the limited access our brethren had to 

those privileges, and particularly in consequence of the difference of color.  We 

have been led also to conclude that usefulness of our Preachers have been very 

much hindered, and our brethren in general have been deprived of those blessings 

which almighty God may have designed to grant them, through the means of 

those Preachers whom He has from time to time raised up from among them, 

because there has been no means adopted by the said Bishop and conference for 

our Preachers to travel through the connection and promulgate the Gospel of our 

Lord Jesus Christ…29 

The address identifies the denomination as The African Methodist Episcopal Zion 

Church, but its name at the time of organization was The African Methodist Episcopal Church.  

                                                           
29  The Book of Discipline of The African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church 2004, (Charlotte, North 

Carolina: A.M.E. Zion Publishing House, 2005) iii. 
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The first church built at Church and Leonard streets was called Zion.    A number of reasons no 

doubt led to the change but oral tradition emphasizes the rancor, acrimony and animosity 

involved with the Bethel-ites and Bishop Allen, there was need to differentiate between The 

African Methodist Church started in Philadelphia in 1778 and The African Methodist Church 

started in New York in 1796.  Thus, to establish and allow all to differentiate between these two 

groups, “Zion was finally incorporated as a part of the legal title”30.   

 Thus, how does one describe freedom and equality? Even in the twentieth and twenty-

first centuries the question does resound: “Freedom, what is it?  It is not license to do as one 

pleases; it is not the privilege to oppress; to persecute or to infringe upon the rights of another.  

Freedom is God’s gift to man.  It is a gift of liberty, equality and fraternity.  Liberty does not 

mean that you can do as you please.  It is the free unencumbered and responsible fellowship of 

(humanity).  By equality, we do not mean that every man is born with the same capacity and 

intelligence.  Equality has to do with justice and fair play.  It is equal opportunity to live, grow 

and contribute to human society.” 31 

Given this background, one is led to ask what or who influenced the leaders of the 

African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church?  Who could they pattern themselves after?  Massa 

was certainly a very poor example. One is led to believe that while they could and probably did 

to some extent look upon the leadership of the Methodist Episcopal Church for how to do things 

                                                           
30  Bishop J.W. Hood, One Hundred Years of the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church: The Centennial of 

African Methodism (New York: A.M.E. Zion Book Concern, 1895), p57. 
31  Ruben L. Speaks, The Minister and His Task, (Charlotte, North Carolina: A.M.E. Zion Publishing House, 1970), 75-

76.  
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the Methodist way, innate wisdom resulted in them singing, providing music, praying and 

preaching in ways that came naturally to those of African heritage.  

What counts for this Church led by a diverse group of Blacks to be in existence after two 

hundred and fourteen years? 

 The first Bishop elected in the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church was one of 

those who led the group out of John Street Methodist Episcopal Church, James Varick and oft 

times the members of this denomination are referred to as the sons and daughters of Varick.  

Varick, of revered memory, was born in Newburgh, New York. Historians state that Varick was 

born some fifty (50) years after John Wesley, June 17, 1950.  His father is recorded as Richard 

Varick.  His mother an unnamed slave or former slave of the Varicks, a Dutch family, 

immigrated to New York after the birth of her son.  Having led the exodus from John Street, 

James Varick, a father of seven who was married to Aurelia Jones in 1790, was ordained a 

Deacon May 18, 1806, an Elder June 22, 1821 and was consecrated one year later, July 22, 

1822.  

  A shoemaker by trade, Varick died on July 21, 1827 and his remains are buried in a crypt 

beneath the sanctuary of the Mother African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church in New York. 

Many other names have been used to describe him teacher, advocate, preacher are but three 

more. The African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church or the Freedom Church as it is still known 

today, brought freedom to those of African descent since the church was established to be and 

has down through the ages been controlled by descendants of the African race, but in the 

interest of humanity, regardless of race, color, sex or condition.  Today, the Zion Denomination 
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includes over two thousand, seven hundred churches with some two million plus members in 

mainland USA, the Virgin Islands, Africa, India, England, the Caribbean and South America. 

Today, the denomination maintains a cadre of twelve Presiding Bishops, and four retired 

Bishops, the last Bishop being elected in 2008, the ninety-eighth Bishop in line of succession.    

Within the last quarter of a century, female ministers have offered themselves for election to the 

Episcopacy, the Class of 2008 having the denomination’s first female Bishop. 

From its lowly beginnings, this church is now experiencing growth on the continent of 

Africa, India, England, South Africa, the Caribbean, South America and the United States.  The 

twelve Bishops of the Church preside over Conferences separated into Districts and with fervor 

and passion provide leadership in the spiritual, socio-economic, ecumenical and religious life of 

the denomination.  

But how did the Church make it thus far?  Paraphrasing the hymn writer “we look back 

and wonder how we got over!”   Campbell McAlpine in his book The Leadership of Jesus talks 

about “What a comfort to all leaders! God’s call will always have God’s anointing, that is, His 

empowering by the Holy Spirit to fulfill the ministry.”
32

 

In its beginnings, leadership in this Church was not merely relegated to preaching, for 

especially in that era, there were blatant and gross uncertainties and even within the group that 

led the walk-out, differences of opinion were rife.  There were further splits and 

misunderstandings.   Indeed, even today questions still swirl in some areas of the Church as to 

the how and as to the why the denomination came into being.  There are some tales of the 

                                                           
32  Campbell McAlpine, The Leadership Of Jesus, (Kent, England: Sovereign World Ltd. 1982), p.5. 
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knights in shining armor who rose up and fought against the evils of the day, slew the dragons 

and brought the race out the worship safely and to freedom.  Others hold that this was not the 

case at all.  

No one explained any of this to the founding fathers so, to put it in common parlance, 

how did they make it in leadership and administration?  What counts for this Church led by a 

diverse group of Blacks to be in existence till now? 

Chapter three provides a discussion on church leadership. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

BISHOPS, LEADERSHIP 

 and the  

AFRICAN METHDOIST EPISCOPAL  ZION CHURCH 

 

            As stated earlier in this writing and as the organizational chart
1
 of the denomination 

portrays, the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church employs an Episcopal form or system of 

government.  Twelve bishops active supported by retired bishops provide the top administrative 

and spiritual leadership of the entire denomination and as a body they are referred to as the 

Board of Bishops. The Board has  general oversight and promotion of the Church and ensures 

that its mission and polity for its 1.2 million members on  five continents of North America, 

South America, Europe, Asia and Africa and 1, 525 churches in the USA remains true to the 

founding fathers.  By regularly scheduled meetings this Board of twelve elected church leaders 

keep the" Ole Ship of Zion" afloat. 

  The most senior Bishop is so identified by his years of service, but presidency of this 

Board rotates on a six-monthly basis with each Bishop serving in that capacity while carrying on 

his/her episcopal responsibilities. 

  The authority of the Bishop is ensconced in the Book of Discipline, a library of laws, and 

policies and regulations promulgated at each quadrennial conference of the church and  

   

                                                           
1
  The Book of Discipline of The African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church 2004, (Charlotte, North Carolina: A.M.E. 

Zion Publishing House, 2005) p 69 
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 while each leader of the church espouses a different leadership style over his/her conference, (s)he 

must be careful in  his/her zeal not to abrogate the Discipline.  This structure has sustained 

Methodism, and Zion Methodism in particular, for over two centuries and initially commissioned 

a cadre of intelligent but mostly unlettered men to evangelize.  This assemblage has over the 

period continued to be highly respected, grown to be learned and a continuously large segment of 

lettered men and women who have gone forth to spread to gospel and win souls for God's 

kingdom. 

The African Methodist Episcopal Zion denomination is a Connectional Church. This is 

explained very clearly by Bishop Walls, when he writes: 

When I was a boy, I was taught that ours was not to be called a denomination, but a 

connection.  The word “denomination meant” Methodist and the African Methodist 

Episcopal Zion Church was a Methodist Connection or a Connection of the Methodist 

Church system.  This has a two-way meaning: it means connection with other Methodist 

churches but separate; and second, it means connection with each other as congregations 

with a central form of church policy, governing each congregation, while each 

congregation maintains a separate and distinctive identity.
2
 

This tradition sees itself as not a separate denomination, but rather a church with deep 

connections of history and theology with the tradition of Methodism.  Now the conception of 

connection is reflected in its own understanding of success.  The success of the work in the 

church is seen at two levels – its interconnectedness and the team approach more clearly visible 

within the Episcopal Districts. Each Bishop appoints Presiding Elders, Pastors, Minister and Lay 

leaders, all continuously serving to foster the mission of the denomination in order to "advance 

                                                           
2
 Bishop William Walls, ‘The Place of the Negro Church in History’ in Bishop William Walls, Connectionalism and the 

Negro Church. (private papers,1954) pp. 11.  
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the Church of Jesus Christ, and safe guard the glorious heritage bequeathed us by our forefathers, 

preserve our tradition as a people called "Zion Methodist", maintain  Christian fellowship and 

discipline, edify believers, convert the world, transform society, and perfect our unity and 

structure,"
3
 to get the job done.  At the denominational

4
 level, in the period between general 

conferences, there are Administrative Boards of equal representation of lay and clergy from each 

Episcopal District along with Bishops (three on each Board) to manage the Administrative 

Boards.  Unlike the situation with Jesus and His disciples or Jesus and Paul and his co-workers, 

this team approach has much more organizational structure, no doubt necessitated by the 

numerical strength and large geographical area the churches cover.   

    Especially, in the late eighteenth century through mid nineteenth century, education for 

Blacks, including black clergy was not widely available.  College education was for a long time 

a luxury, but it is commendable that a few of them took opportunities in academia, studied to 

show themselves approved, and worked among their people.  Notwithstanding, what is amazing, 

is disparate groups within the fold focused solely on the establishment of a church where they 

could worship, since that mattered most to each of them. More than any of their differences was 

their gratitude to the living God and their innate desire to praise and worship him without 

restrictions. They truly believed it was their faith and belief in the redemptive and saving power 

of God which sustained them.  

  "Leadership," according to well known author and leadership expert Dr. John Maxwell,  

"develops daily"
5
, not in a day, and the scholar further posits, "everything rises and falls on 

                                                           
3
 The Book of Discipline of The African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church 2004  p. 2 

4
 Having just explained that it is not a denomination, I will now for ease of reference describe the church as a 

denomination, but do while recognizing that this is understood in a distinctive way. 
5
 John C. Maxwell. The 21 Indispensable Qualities of a Leader:  Becoming the Person Others Will Want to Follow. 

(Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1999), p. x  
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leadership."
6
 The three bishops under review certainly were ahead of their time for in 

administration of their conferences with thousands under their charge and many churches and 

valuable real estate they quite clearly exercised the kind of progressive leadership - economic 

and spiritual  -- that kept Blacks and their churches in a viable state of progressive development 

and expansion. 

  How did these men of the cloth, with a steady hand, sound judgment, armed with Bible 

and Discipline,  but void of modern day leadership theories move this Zion to such a colossal 

level?  Was it not the hand of God on this denomination at this time and was it not the fervor of 

these Christian giants that propelled this "Ole Ship" through what must have been difficult 

waters?  

  If the apostles today were asked to name the qualities they thought most necessary  to 

qualify one to be a leader, Acts 6:3 would no doubt provide the answer: "Therefore, brethren, 

seek out from among you seven men of good reputation, full of the Holy Spirit and wisdom' 

whom we may appoint over this business."  In one verse, we are  brought face to face with 

leadership qualities and theories from one of the oldest texts of the ages --the Good Book.  Many 

a theologian and writer can be quoted in this instance, but I was particularly interested to see if  

John C. Maxwell, eminent author and leadership expert had addressed this issue and portion of 

scripture.  In so doing he said:
7
   

 ABCs of Leadership: Leaders Must Be Selected and Developed.  Good leadership 

responds effectively to the need for more leaders and workers.  Apparently, no one 

took a vote to determine the identity of these people.  The leaders were chosen.  The 

leadership of the early church practiced the ABCs OF LEADERSHIP.  They:  

                                                           
6
 Ibid. p. xi 

7
 ________ and Tim Elmore. .The Maxwell Leadership Bible. (NKJV)  Revised and Updated.  (Nashville: Thomas 

Nelson;2007), 1352 
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attracted leaders 

believed in them 

chose them 

developed them.   

The apostles had specific qualifications in mind for the leaders they wanted, and 

chose men who were:  

a) known from their sphere of influence..."seek out from among you." 

b) people who could serve on a team - "seven men." 

c) trusted among the people - "of goods reputation." 

d) Empowered for the task - "full of the Holy Spirit." 

5) competent and intelligent - "full of wisdom." 

6) responsible - "whom we may appoint over this business." 

 

 The book of Acts provides one more illustrated reference of how the hand of God 

continually guided the leadership of the African Methodist Episcopal Zion from its conception 

through to maturity.   As one continues to read and study Acts 6/7, and pauses to think of the 

church Fathers now of sainted memory, and those who are the subject of this study - Bishop 

William Jacob Walls, Bishop Stephen Gill Spottswood and Bishop Herbert Bell Shaw, one is 

moved to say thank God for Legacy Leaders  such as Stephen in Acts 7; leaders who are not only 

concerned with the church in their lifetime, but who  sought to leave an indelible imprint on the 

sands of time..  

  Dr. Kenneth Q. James
8
, a modern day scholar of the African Methodist Episcopal Zion 

Church,  clearly points out what the founding fathers knew first hand --  leadership is not only 

about title or position or labels; leadership ability does not only come from our perceived or 

imagined strengths but also from our mastering and acknowledging our weaknesses and with 

God's help conquering or managing them.  Oral tradition strongly avers that  Walls, Spottswood 

and Shaw subscribe to the fact that improving the governance of the church is not to find perfect 

                                                           
8
 Kenneth Q. James.  Another Look At  Leadership   
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men and women but to find the imperfect who are willing to acknowledge their imperfections to 

the perfect God and allow Him to work through and with them.  Walls (see Appendix  Three) 

was known to assist young pastors early in their careers as he pointed to areas in their ministry 

that needed attention. 

 Thomas Edward Frank, Associate Professor of Church Administration and 

Congregational Life at Candler School of Theology speaks to the need for identifying 

leadership styles that appeal and support the needs of a denomination.  Said he: 

Churches face enormous institutional challenges at the beginning of the twenty-first 

century.  Particularly among those denominations that have been in ministry and 

mission for generations and have built hundreds of congregational facilities, 

schools and colleges, hospitals and homes, simply maintaining their institutional 

infrastructure and existing ministries is daunting enough.  The further challenge of 

enhancing their strengths and commitments through a growing membership, all in 

the midst of the immense social changes of recent decades, would seem to require 

no less than significant transformation…Social and cultural changes that have 

swept across the US over the past fifty years have created enormous anxiety about 

the continuing place of churches in the larger culture.  Many authors have warned 

that the churches must adjust to living in an entirely new post-Christendom era that 

a “new paradigm” of church and society is emerging and that taken for granted 

worlds of assumptions are passing from the scene.
9
 

 

 

 The African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church is no different.  Indeed, it has made it 

pellucidly clear that while understanding human behavior and being able to relate to people is 

important, assisting pastors to develop good leadership and management styles which reflect 

their theology is vital.  The leaders, both lay and clergy must perforce realize that they leave their 

mark which consciously and unconsciously, influence those with whom they work and those 

they lead.  In like manner, individuals themselves emulate the behavior and leadership styles of 

those who in their estimation are successful, those they like or admire.   

                                                           
9
 Thomas Edward Frank: The Discourse O f Leadership and the Practice of Administration Emory University, 

Atlanta, Georgia. http://www.christianleadrs.org/JRL/Spring 2002/Discourse, p.1 

http://www.christianleadrs.org/JRL/
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It was Maxwell
10

 who pose the questions: “What makes people want to follow a leader?  

Why do people reluctantly comply with one leader while passionately following another to the 

ends of the earth as was the case of the 1978 massacre of Rev. Jim Jones and his followers in 

Guyana,) what makes a difference in peoples' leadership in the real world?”
11

    Henry & Richard 

Blackaby provide the answer in addressing ‘The Leader’s Challenge’ in their book on Spiritual 

Leadership. 

Christian leaders who know God and who know how to lead in a Christian 

manner will be phenomenally more effective in their world than even the most 

skilled and qualified leaders who lead without God….The challenge for today’s 

leaders is to discern the difference between the latest leadership fads and timeless 

truths established by God. 
12

 

 

This dictum tells us that Episcopal leaders must be circumspect in their behavior and 

grounded in sound theology. 

McAlpine addressed this issue when he dealt with one serving God for the right motive 

and not being a people pleaser.  Said he: Just like Jesus, Paul sought no glory for himself. His 

great desire which he expressed to the church at Philippi was that Christ…be magnified in my 

Body, whether by life or by death…  (He) was not interested in the approval of people; he was 

interested in God’s approval…Like Jesus Paul preached truth even though on many occasions it 

did not please people"
13

and this is largely the legacy of the subjects of this study. 

 Efrain Agosto, Professor of New Testament, in his book Servant Leadership: Jesus and 

Paul, says “Leaders have followers, but more than that they guide those who would follow 

                                                           
10

 John C. Maxwell The 21 Indispensable Qualities of a Leader: Becoming the Person Others will want to follow.  
(Nashville, Tennessee: Thomas Nelson, Inc, 1999), p. ix 
11

 Ibid.  
12

 Henry & Richard Blackaby. Spiritual Leadership: Moving People on to God’s Agenda. (Nashville, Tennessee: 
Broadman & Holman Publishers,2001), p. 14 
13

 John C. Maxwell The 21 Indispensable Qualities of a Leader: Becoming the Person others will want to follow.  
(Nashville, Tennessee: Thomas Nelson, Inc, 1999), p. 102 
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toward new and challenging paths.”
14

  With this thought the writer’s mind went directly to the  

three Bishops, men of God who also happen to be most often noted in daily discourse of 

ministers today: Bishop Herbert Bell Shaw, Bishop Stephen Gill Spottswood and Bishop 

William Jacob Walls.  Each of these stalwart church leaders has left an indelible imprint on the 

life of the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church in completely different ways.  All have 

earned to a greater or lesser degree the name of Freedom Fighter and all have in their own way 

contributed to the expansion of the numbers or borders of this great Church, and today it showers 

encomiums on them.  

  This gives the history upon which the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church stands.  

As it did then, it now provides meaning,   a purpose and a portrait that resonates within the 

heart and soul of the descendants of Black mothers and fathers, of a God who makes a way out 

of nowhere, liberating His Black people who are oppressed by others, oppressed by a system 

which continues to enslave them one hundred and forty–eight years after emancipation 

officially ended and which causes some to further enslave themselves in many ways. 

 There is even a new radical movement on the scene, whose aim seems to be removing 

the church from its historical pinnacle in the lives of Blacks. 

…the after effects of Reconstruction called the Black church forth as the 

community’s sole institution of power whether urban or rural, the Black church 

was the only institution totally controlled by Black people.  It was the only place 

outside the home where Blacks could express themselves freely and take 

independent action.  The church community was the heart, center, and basic 

organization of Black life.  And those who were religious leaders searched the 

Scriptures to vie distinctive shapes and patterns to the words, ideas that the Black 

community used to speak about God and God’s relationship to an oppressed 

people. 
15

  

 

                                                           
14

 Efrain Agosto. Servant Leadership: Jesus & Paul. (St. Louis, Missouri: Chalice Press, 2005), p. 6 
15

 Katie G. Cannon. Katie’s Canon: Womanism and the Soul of the Black Community. (New York: Continuum 
Publishing, 1995), p,51 
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 The old parable is still true - if you think you're leading, and no one is following, you're 

only going for a walk - but thank God for present Bishops of the African Methodist Episcopal 

Zion Church who have a rubric and a road map left by Walls and Spottswood and Shaw pointing 

them to successful leadership in this worldwide denomination.  Leadership must be the key that 

unlocks the door to successes, church business and industry. 

 More and more one sees daily the need for leadership that upholds the code of belief and 

tenets of Methodism, for ever so often one runs into senior ministers who are willing to bend the 

rules and allow those of other denominational persuasions to just enter through the back or side 

door and if the gate keepers but blink, the administration and teachings of the Methodist doctrine 

will be totally messed up to say the least, and what the denomination will have will be anything 

but Methodist.    But as the oral tradition has it, and as many are willing to say of the record, 

individuals who  were serving from Baptist traditions without the benefit of the following the 

laws and tenets of the church, were found to be serving persons standing in the pews not in line 

with the A.M.E. Zion tradition, and had to be relieved of the pulpit. . One is but reminded Hymn 

682- A.M.E. Bicentennial Hymnal First Stanza.  "Rise up O Men & Women of God, Have done 

with Lesser things, Give ear and mind and soul and strength  to serve the King of kings."   
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CHAPTER FOUR 

BISHOP WILLIAM JACOB WALLS: THE IMPACT OF 

HIS LIFE, LEADERSHIP AND LEGACY ON THE 

AFRICAN METHODIST EPISCOPAL ZION CHURCH 

 

 

 

 

 If you were to quickly browse the internet it says that “Chimney Rock is the natural 

fulfillment of your trip to the North Carolina Mountains.  Take a deep breath of refreshing 

mountain air, become invigorated by our hiking trails, and let your cares fade away in the cool 

mist of Hickory Nut Falls.  This is the perfect place to reconnect with nature and spend time with 

family and friends.”
1
 

 Here is where history posits that one elevated forty second in line of succession in the 

episcopacy of the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church, and, one of two who, unless the 

rules change, would serve the longest as its Presiding Prelate, first saw the light of day in the 

Blue Hill mountains of Rutherford County, North Carolina, Friday, May 8, 1885 at Chimney 

Rock.  It was within walking distance of the famous mountain peak which is shaped like a 

chimney that William Jacob Walls "was born in a two story frame house owned by the sister and 

brother–in-law of his mother.”
2
 

 William was the eldest of six (6) children born to Edward and Harriet (Edgerton) Walls.  

His two brothers died in infancy and a sister in childhood. 

 The records become a bit fuzzy here and underscores the need for good archival sources.  

However, pulling from several oral and some varied re-printed sources claim that his father died 

                                                           
1
 www.chimneyrockpark.com 

2
 Revs. H.D. Bonner, L.L. Smith et al. Reverence of a Senior Bishop (First Episcopal District: First Church 1965)p.16 
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before the family moved to live with the maternal grandparents in Asheville, North Carolina.  

Meanwhile, Reverence of a Senior Bishop
3
 claims he had moved to Asheville from as early as 

two years: 

When he was two years old, his family moved to Asheville where 

they lived with his maternal grandparents, Mr. and Mrs. John 

Flack.  Thus, his childhood life centered on this city.  He was of 

poor surrounds, which made it necessary for both his mother and 

father to work while he was raised in the home of his grand- 

parents.  

 

The end result, however, was that at about age seven, his father died in an accident at the factory 

and Walls had to quickly assume the mantle of responsibility doing delivery chores, and working 

as a house boy, and yard keeper.  He earned enough to help his mother sustain the family. 

 The annals of history record that this fair son of Zion was a student of a private school 

on the west side of Ashville for one year and afterward “attended Allen Industrial School of 

Asheville, N.C.; transferred to Livingstone College, and completed the grammar and normal 

schools, (funded in part by his local church).  He received a B.A., from Livingstone College, 

1908, B.D. Hood Theological Seminary, 1913, studied journalism and philosophy at Columbia 

University, 1921-22, and received his M.A. in Christian Education, University of Chicago, 1941.
4
     

 Walls seemingly cut his teeth in “church.” Without doubt, in order to keep him from 

getting into trouble in a day when being Black was trouble enough, he and his sisters, though 

members of the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church, were made to enroll in all the Sunday 

Schools in the area (at least four Sunday Schools of differing denominations) which fortuitously 

met at incongruous hours, and thus lent itself to regular attendance at each.  During the week he 

                                                           
3
 Ibid. 

4
 William J. Walls, The African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church: Reality of the Black Church (Charlotte, North 

Carolina: A.M.E. Zion Publishing House, 1974), 600 
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attended his native county schools.   It is a relief to know that though working, attending grade 

school, attending four Church Schools, William still had the opportunity to enjoy moments of 

playing/relaxing and being a young boy!  “While attending school during the day, working in the 

late afternoon, William still found time to rove the mountains, and while romping and playing in 

these beautiful hills and mountains, he lived in the world of all little boys and girls, Dream 

World.”
5
  

 It is said of Walls that as a boy he loved to study and that his dream was to be a 

preacher.   Oral tradition has it that “with trees for the pillars of his temple and birds for his 

audience, young Walls preached his trial sermons”
6
 in the hills of Asheville.  There is little doubt 

that his preaching fervor and regular attendance at all the Sunday Schools in his area, his love for 

reading, above all, his sincerity of purpose and love for knowledge did not escape his mother with 

whom he had a close relationship, nor indeed, the members of Hopkins Chapel, his home church, 

and the residents of the hamlet. Mother redoubled her efforts, but the laundry where she worked 

did not pay enough to send him to school.  If it were at all possible to redouble a redouble, she did 

it; in essence, she did all she physically could, making every effort to earn as much as she could, 

never ceasing to encourage and to push him to work hard and complete what chores he had to do, 

but more so ever to strive for excellence in his studies and religious growth and development.  His 

efforts coupled with her ardent prayers and faith in a God who could make a way out of nowhere, 

resulted in his receiving a scholarship from his local church. 

   Walls who dreamed of being a preacher, oft preached in the mountains to the trees and 

birds, but little realized his dreams would soon become reality when at a tender age of fourteen he 

would stand before a packed congregation and in his home church preach his trial sermon.  Thus 

                                                           
5
Revs. H.D. Bonner, L.L. Smith et al. Reverence of a Senior Bishop (First Episcopal District: First Church 1965)p.16  

6
 The Star of Zion, Vol. 70 (Charlotte, North Carolina     ) p. 7 
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began on Sunday, September 10, 1899, the humble beginnings of a boy evangelist of whom it 

would later be often said: he “toured the country many times,”
7
from the lakes to the gulf, when 

yet a boy and large numbers of conversions and successions were effected as a result of his 

efforts.   

Licensed to preach in1899, William Jacob Walls “joined the Blue Ridge Conference at 

Johnson City, Tenn.  October 6, 1902.”
8
  On Tuesday, October 20, 1903 he was ordained by 

Bishop C.R. Harris and roughly two years later, during Bishop Harris’ illness, Bishop J. W. 

Smith assisted in his ordination to the eldership on Friday, October, 16, 1905.
9
  “He pastored the 

Cedar Grove Circuit, Cleveland, N.C. 1904-1906, Landis and Milers Chapel Circuit; 1906-1907 

Lincolnton, N.C., Soldier’s Memorial, Salisbury, N.C. 1910-1913."    Walls went on to pastor 

one of the then key pulpits of Zion in Louisville, Kentucky where he built a new edifice which 

stands even today.    It was Speaks who in his book, The Minister and His Task, said:  

During the Dark Ages when the Roman Empire had fallen and Christian society 

was in a chaotic state, it was the great centers of learning that kept aglow the 

flickering light of free thought and scientific inquiry.  Because it served as a 

preserver of Christian ideals and Christian culture, these institutions became a hot 

bed for the Renaissance and the Reformation.  They were the fountain head from 

which sprang the great streams of reformed doctrine and policy.  In this age of 

secularist materialism, communistic atheism, and fascistic racialism, it is the duty 

of the Church related school to preserve our Christian heritage; to keep aglow the 

flickering flame of Christian idealism, democratic individualism, and 

Christianized socialism.  We must pass on to our posterity the essence of our 

Judeo Christian-Hellenistic culture.”
10

 

 

                                                           
7
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 William Jacob Walls was one who unwittingly has passed on tour posterity the essence of 

our culture. 

EDITOR, STAR OF ZION 

 He was elected editor of the Star of Zion in 1920 and served until 1924 when he was 

elected bishop.  After 44 active years in the episcopacy, he was retired in 1968 and commissioned 

Historiographer by the General Conference, to construct, edit, and publish a comprehensive 

history of the denomination.”
11

 

 The obituary of Bishop William Jacob Walls chronicles him 1885-1975 as stately, 

magnanimous, sterling and visionary as they extol the legacy of leadership he has left behind.  

Never had so much been wrapped up in so small a dash. 

 While he served as Editor, The Star of Zion, the denominational weekly publication, 

from 1920 to 1924, Wall placed the paper on “the largest exchange list in its history”
12

 with the 

leading religious journals of the day and tripled its circulation, from 3,000 to 9,000.  In 1991 the 

circulation was 8,200 every Thursday .   Today, the circulation of this publication has moved to 

18,000 once per month.
13

    

 The Star of Zion was among the many to salute this bishop on the occasion of his 

sixtieth birthday.  Said this article: 

In paying this tribute to the genius and labor of Bishop William 

Jacob Walls we feel a peculiar interest because he is the only living 

former editor of the Star of Zion.  And we utter only what 

everyone knows when we say that he was one of the best editors 

the paper has ever had.  His connection with, and interest in, the 

Star of Zion has probably actuated him in many a kindly gesture to 

those who have followed in his footsteps....Bishop Walls' 
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extraordinary intellect, his broad training together with his 

amazing zeal and capacity for knowledge has made him one f the 

best informed churchmen in the world today. His marvelous 

energy, expending itself in the most extraordinary, painstaking 

detail in his labor, and his matchless captivating oratory render him 

one of the most influential personalities on the American scene in 

our generation...No man ever fought harder for purity and 

uprightness in the ranks of the ministry than Bishop Walls and yet 

nowhere in Christendom will there be found a man with greater 

tolerance and a finer spirit of forgiveness than he.  He is a firm 

advocate of discipline and devotion to the tenets of the church."
14

 

 

 Reverend William J. Walls was elevated to the rank of the episcopacy in 1924 and 

served as Chairman, Board of Religious Education and Board of Publications, A.M.E. Zion 

Church, Treasurer, Fraternal Council of Negro Churches, Trustee, United International Christian 

Endeavor Society, Chairman, Livingstone College Trustee Board, Trustee, Gammon Theological 

Seminary, Member, international Council of Religious Education, member, National Association 

for the Advancement of Colored People, Phi Beta Sigma, Masons, Odd Fellows, Knights of 

Pythians, Elks,. Urban League, Chicago Council of Negro Organizations, and World Sunday 

School Association, Member, the Executive Committee of the Federal Council of Churches of 

Christ in America, member of the National Commission of Relations of Young Men Christian 

Association and Chaplain for the Negro Business League.  He was in 1946 the Chairman of the 

A.M.E. Zion Sesquicentennial Celebration General Committee; and Commissioner, National 

Protestant Study Conference on “Just and Durable Peace” at Cleveland, and was selected by the 

Fraternal Council of Churches to visit soldiers in foreign military zones, at the request of the war 

department and the President, for the year 1946.  

 Fraternal Messenger to the Methodist Episcopal Church South General Conference in 

Atlantic, 1918, ad to the Methodist Episcopal Church General Conference in Kansas City (by then 
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he was elected Bishop in 1924) in 1928.  He was delegate to the ecumenical Methodist 

Conference in London in 1921 and in Atlanta in 1913, and while abroad he toured Belgium, 

France, Italy, Switzerland, Scandinavia, Finland, Poland and Germany. 

FREEDOM FIGHTER/LIBERATOR 

  William Jacob Walls was a young man but thirty nine years of age, still wet behind the 

ears at being a Bishop, but there was little doubt that he clearly understood the need for liberation 

of the oppressed and was a freedom fighter in every sense of the word. Thus it was, this freedom 

fighter, did not miss a beat when thrust into a fighting situation at the Union Railroad Terminal 

in Washington D.C. 

  Painting a mental picture of conditions of the time, Walls explained that: 

 “The resurgence of the Ku Klux Klan influence, racial hatred, open lawlessness 

and the most notorious race riots of the nation’s history after the war, produced a 

current of general unrest among the race.  It began to appear to some Negroes that 

decisive and heroic measures should be taken to change the trend of worsening 

conditions nearly six decades after Emancipation.”
15

 

 

Twenty seven years later, he would still be preaching the gospel and rallying the National 

Fraternal Council of Churches to prayer and action.  Referring to the assassination of a young 

black man, Harry T. Moore and his wife, Walls said to this group that “the blow to that family is 

a blow to every black man and his family in America.  Nay, more, it is a blow to every man and 

his family, for brutality and crime, once it is condoned, will know no color, nor creed and nor 

section...nor do I forget that the major hope and duty of the church is to work with one accord, 

not in separate camps with mountain walls between us, and men having spiritual and social wars.  
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Wherever the spirit of the Lord is, there are not walls of separation.” 
16

 How sad that records (to 

date) do not reveal his speeches, sermons and addresses of his first years as bishop. 

  This was the mood of the country.  This was the plight of Blacks.  Any wonder that the 

Universal Negro Improvement Association established by Marcus Garvey in New York City grew 

rapidly and became a most powerful umbrella organization for black solidarity. Yet Garvey, a 

native of Jamaica, was deported, his movement was suppressed, but it had merely further served to 

awaken the sleeping giant called the conscience of the Black man.  Any wonder then the Union 

Station Street debacle! 

  In 1925, one year after being elected to the episcopacy, he and the wife of a fellow 

Bishop, Mrs. Annie Alleyne, refused to sit in the rear of the dining room of Union Station, 

Washington, DC and as a result were refused service.  Actually, they would have been served, had 

they been cooperative Negroes and sat in the rear.  These two did not only refuse to sit in the rear 

but refused to leave.  What resulted was a three hour sit-in which from all reports, led to the end of 

segregation at this station. 

  In a day when it was unheard of, they stood firm and in spite of wide spread publicity, 

refused to yield, refused to budge an inch.  Thus, thirty odd years before the Martin Luther King, 

Jr. began to lead groups in passive resistance these two led a three-hour sit-in which history 

records resulted in the end of segregation in Union Station.  His understanding of the Scriptures 

and efforts to give “distinctive shape and patterns to the words and ideas that the Black 

community used to speak about God and God’s relationship to an oppressed people”
17

 is reflected 
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in the fact that during his tenure as a Bishop in the New York conference the number of churches 

almost doubled. 

   Zion’s historian for a number of years, Walls told the story in his own words.  Said he: 

In pursuit of full rights continuously sought by the A.M.E. Zion Church, one of its 

bishops late encountered a shocking experience.  In the East, every state south of 

Pennsylvania practiced Jim Crowism by approval or legality, except, as the world 

little believed, the public spot in the nation’s capital—Union Railroad Terminal, 

through which thousands of passengers of all walks of life embarked and 

disembarked from around the world. 

On the morning of September 26, 1925, Bishop W.J. Walls, and the wife of his 

Episcopal classmate, Mrs. Lucille Alleyne, entered the dining room of Union 

Station and took their seats to be served, after the bishop had debarked a train 

from the South en route to Boston.  They were told to go sit in the rear of the 

dining room, and when they refused to move, the waiters refused to serve them.  

The bishop and his guest staged a three hour sit-in, missing several connecting 

trains to Boston.  When the bishop appealed to authorities and they refused to 

respond, he remonstrated and called for officers of the local National Association 

for the Advancement of Colored People who sent the president, Neval H. 

Thomas, with a delegation.  Bishop E.D.W. Jones and Mr. William O. Walker, 

(then editor of the Washington Tribune), came to the scene.  Representatives of 

the Civil Rights committee of Standard Oil Company and Bishop Walls insisted 

on being served on equal terms, and after undue humiliation in desegregation of 

restaurants in the Washington, D.C. area.  He returned from Boston a week 

afterward, and engaged in conferences with the same civil rights committees and 

the manager of the Washington Terminal Company, who ordered that segregation 

in that dining room be discontinued, which was done permanently.”
18

 

   

 Thus it was this man of action yet of passive resistance was able to make a tiny chink in 

armor of the fight for equal rights and citizenship.  Meanwhile, the Star of Zion (10/1/25) and 

The Christian Reorder of October 5, 1915 are but two of the many newspapers that carried the 

story and addressed the issue. The former newspaper, an organ of the African Methodist 

Episcopal Zion Church was entitled: The Humiliation of a Bishop: 

A special letter from Mrs. C.C. Alleyne, the wife of Bishop Alleyne, resident 

Bishop of Africa, describes in vivid detail, the humiliation of Bishop W.J. Walls 

in the restaurant in the Union Station in the capital of the nation, where waves 
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from every mast-pole on the government buildings, the Stars and Stripes over “the 

land of the free and the brave.”  In “this land of the free” for which their ancestors 

suffered and fought, they sat for three hours waiting to be served a meal within 

sight of the temple of justice, near where laws are made for all the people, and 

where cars are taken to whisk by the Executive Mansion, all be-lustered with 

splendor and beauty.  It was not until the influence of Bishop Jones, and the local 

colored press had been invoked that these hungry colored Americans—leaders in 

the kingdom of God—could be served a meal under the dome of the capital in this 

“land of the free and home of the brave”—in this happy, holy land of ours that 

goes into convulsions about liquor, but is sleepy and indifferent about human 

rights, and the treatment accorded colored Americans. 

 We commend Bishop Walls, and Mrs. Alleyne, the wife of Bishop 

Alleyne, for the courage they displayed in defying American prejudice in the 

capital of the Republic where it has increased, rather than diminished under the 

present administration, from which we can hope for no relief or redress.  Mr. 

Coolidge devotes his energies to keeping cool while the capital seethes with racial 

discontent, proscription, discrimination beneath his heels.  It was never thus under 

the administration of Grover Cleveland. 

 

 “The Star-spangled banner, 

 Long may it wave? 

 O’er the land of the free 

 And the home of the brave.” 
19

 

 

 “Twelve years later, as far North as Portland, Maine, where he had gone to address the 

Interracial Fellowship of America, Walls found hotels closed to him until a white judge, Max 

Pianski, intervened privately on his behalf.” (Walls reference #63)
20

 

  Never a slacker, Walls made mention of the Associated Negro Press, at the time 

headed by, Claude Barnett of Chicago and the Rev. L. H. King of the Southwestern Christian 

Advocate, as supporting the Washington Terminal Dining Room sit-in.   The advocate did not 

just do a paltry write-up of the event, but addressed it by way of a full page editorial no less. 

…In refusing to be segregated in the Washington Terminal, Bishop Walls was 

right, because such segregation is wrong.  Nothing sanctions it but its enforcement 

by a prejudiced majority.  To those who cajole themselves on their ability to 

enforce segregation against the Negro, we must urge that “might is right.”  Just as 

the highway man at the point of a gun holds up his helpless victim and strips him 
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of his prized possessions, so the prejudiced preachers of white supremacy, moved 

by color phobia, armed with the weapon of societal control, hold up the colored 

American, stripping us of all our citizenship rights to free and unhampered 

concourse in the pursuit and fulfillment of our public duties and responsibilities in 

the body politic.  But those who highhandedly do such things must and will 

someday discover that there are moral foundations underlying all real prosperity, 

national and individual, and that any infringement of these laws by the 

community will result as disastrously as similarly infringement by the individual. 

 Segregation, (went on the editorial), is the national sequence of nervous 

paroxysm induced by fears of social contacts on the part of many folk who cannot 

risk themselves against the probably easy collapse of certain superficial barriers 

thrown up by belabored effort, between existing social groups, with a view to 

maintain a certain traditional social theory that has its roots in other days – those 

days long since, and forever, gone by.  By statue law, by moral law, and 

biological law the colored American is entitled to the same equities and freedom 

of movement, social and political, in American life.
21

  

 

 So what he began as a young minister, addressing and representing his church at the  

General Conference of the Methodist Episcopal Church, South,  making the Fraternal Address  

May 1918 in which he stated "from the ruin of the unhappy sixties that left the Colored man a 

citizen and freed our civilization both North and South, so that in this country has risen like a 

phoenix from its ashes," 
22

continued and grew in the years ahead.   

 Bishop Walls was not only a long time activist and supporter of the National Association 

of the Advancement of Colored People, but as he carried out his duties as   such that in June 13, 

1958 he was appealed to as a longtime supporter of the National Association for the 

Advancement of Colored people. 

  Dear Bishop Walls: 

 As a longtime supporter of the National Association for the 

Advancement of Colored People, we are certain that you have an 

understanding of the varied problems currently facing the 
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Association.  Many of these problems have been created by those 

who stand opposed to the full realization of the democratic ideal.   

 Our leaders in the South have been victimized by 

economics reprisals, intimidations, violence and a few have lost 

their lives as a result of participation in the struggle for justice and 

freedom.  Outside the South, as a result of a greatly expanded 

Negro population in the urban areas and the attention focused upon 

rising crime, delinquency, disease and housing problems, there has 

been a studied effort to malign and misinterpret the legitimate aims 

and aspirations of Negroes by ascribing group guilt and 

responsibility At a time when the resources of the Association are 

needed more than ever before to deal with these problems, 

.........We need your help............................................................... 

.................................................................................................... 

 

 

                                      Yours truly,  

 

                                         /send/ Channing H. Tobias 

                   Chairman 

                   Board of Directors  

 

 

       /signed/Edward J. Odum, Jr. 

      Church Secretary 
23

  

        

 

 Similarly, letters in the NAACP archives show NAACP Church Secretary, Edward J. 

Odum, Jr. thanking Bishop Walls .  "Thanks again also for the kind assistance you brought to the 

last NAACP National Convention from your denomination. 

IDENTITY OF THE CHURCH 

A major part of Bishop Wall’s contribution to the Church was his description of the identity of 

African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church.  In a major article, which was published in 1954, 

called ‘The Place of the Negro Church in History’, Bishop Walls sets out his view of the nature 

and identity of African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church. 
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He starts the article by musing on the question on whether the emergence of Black 

churches was enforced (by white denominations making it difficult for African Americans to 

belong) or voluntary.  It was voluntary and therefore “the Negro Church was the first movement 

in his [i.e. the Black man] own flight for freedom.”
24

  He then develops this insight using five 

distinctive themes.  

First, Bishop Walls draws attention to the remarkable list of leaders in the campaign 

against slavery and for civil rights that came from the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church.  

He explains: “It is significant that the major leaders in the fight for freedom, with few 

exceptions, have come from the independent Negro Church.  Notably, a few were: Joseph C. 

Price, Bishop James Walker Hood, and Bishop Alexander Walters of the A. M. E. Zion 

Church.”
25

  Later in the article he lists Harriet Tubman (her significance will be discussed further 

in the next section of this chapter) and the advisor to President Abraham Lincoln, Frederick 

Douglass.  Bishop Walls is making the important point that this distinctive denomination created 

a space for the black person to be truly free.   

Bishop Walls second theme is the importance of the connection with Methodism.  The 

African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church is connected with a major branch of Christendom.  

This is not a sect outside the official branches of the Christian family.  “Connectionalism” – as 

Bishop Walls calls it – is a vital part of the Church’s identity.  It is the connection not simply 

with Methodism, but with the Christian tradition and the expectations in terms of appropriate 

behavior which is part of that tradition.  The Christian tradition makes fasting and sexual 
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morality important; so through the connection, the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church 

makes fasting and sexual morality important.   

The third theme is “self-government”.  African Americans had not been given the 

opportunity to run anything until the formation of the black church.  Bishop Walls writes: “It 

proved to be the first school of self-government for our race group in America. After the 

separation of the Negro connections from the General Methodist Church … the serious work of 

self-government began.  Its main objective has been freedom: freedom of choice in religion, 

freedom from race domination by the slaveholding race, and freedom to worship God under our 

vine and fig tree.”
26

  Given this experience, it is not surprising that the independent black 

churches produced some of the finest leadership of the African American community. 

The fourth theme is modeling leadership for the young in the African American 

community.  Again in a society where racism is widespread, there is a lack of appropriate role 

models for young African Americans.  The fact that an African American is a leader of a 

congregation can create leadership role models for young African Americans.  Bishop Walls 

speaks very movingly of the practice of honoring the leadership in the Church.  He writes: “One 

of the significant things that was always done when the older ones of us were children, and 

which impressed us with deep reverence for our church and leadership, causing sweet reflection 

on memory and history, was the practice of draping the middle pulpit chair with mourning cloth 

when a bishop died anywhere in Zion.”
27

 One point that Bishop Walls makes central is that it is 

important that a respect and affection for leadership is cultivated in the young.  For the Bishop, 

this is not simply a modeling for young people, but the cultivation an appropriate attitude to 

leadership. 
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The fifth and final theme is a summary of the first four themes and an invitation to live 

further into the initial vision of the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church.  It is a call for 

renewal and for a family spirit to shape the tradition.  It is a recommendation that the Bishops are 

more involved in visiting their congregations.  It is a call for the Church to be “alert as never 

before to foreign missions and home missions.”
28

 

It is probably in this article that we see the theological insight of Bishop Walls.  He is a 

good theologian.  In addition, we also see how he wants to make the Church really think about its 

identity and see in its founding a continuing reason for existing. 

HARRIET TUBMAN HOME 

Bishop Walls has played many a key role in the life of the African Methodist Episcopal 

Zion Church, including keeping within the possession of the denomination what is only now 

unfolding and beginning to bloom, the national treasury bequeathed to it by one of her daughters, 

the Harriet Tubman Home.    

 Harriet Ross Tubman is one of, if not the most well known conductor on the 

Underground Railroad.  Born into slavery in Dorchester County, Maryland, she was raised under 

the harshest of conditions.   At twelve she was seriously injured by a blow to the head, inflicted 

by her white overseer, for not helping to stop a male slave from escaping.  Harriet married John 

Tubman, a free African American at age twenty-five.  Five years later she feared she would be 

sold so she escaped.  She was given a piece of paper by a white neighbor with two names and 

told how to find the first house on her railroad to freedom. This was her introduction to the 

Underground Railroad.  In 1951 she began relocating her family to St. Catherine's Ontario, 

Canada.  Harriet returned to Maryland and rescued, it is believed, over 300 persons from the 
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south. to freedom through the underground railroad.  During her life she also worked as a scout 

and soldier in the Civil war with the Union Army, as a nurse and performing other notable deeds 

for which she was received and honored at the White House by President Lincoln. 

 However, she was denied payment for her wartime service and was forced to return in a 

baggage car to Auburn.  It was recently, in 2003 
29

 that she posthumously and retroactively 

received her pension through the championing by New York's then Junior Senator, Hillary 

Clinton.  Tubman (met Nelson Davis, who was ten years her junior, and later married him upon 

returning to Auburn where they bought a home on South Street.)  She has received many honors 

since her death, including a commemorative postage stamp in 1995 and March 10 being 

observed in her honor church wide and in New York. 

It was about three to four months before the one hundredth anniversary celebration of the 

denomination of her church, in June 1896,  that Harriet Tubman, bought to the astonishment of 

(she was one of very few Blacks in the area) her neighbors, a farm she looked at and yearned for 

daily, in Auburn, New York.  She paid $1,250 for this farm which she wanted to  establish as a 

home for the aged, especially ministers.  It is said that at one time the great Harriet thought of 

calling her dream the John Brown Home and in 1903...she deeded 25 acres and her home to the 

African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church. 

 A Rev. George C. Carter was appointed superintendent and financial agent to raise funds to 

pay for the property. The churches of the district were also assessed various amounts to be paid 

annually. 

 The Harriet Tubman property, willed to The African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church 
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by the Moses of her people and this heroine of American and race history, consisted of two 

major houses, a barn and some smaller buildings on the premises. One of the two houses was her 

own residence.  The other was a two-story frame which was constructed for aged men and 

women. It was operated successfully with people taken care of on an institutional plan. In the 

spring of 1913 Harriet became ill and was admitted to “The Home,” and remained there until her 

death later that year. Her funeral was held in the Thompson AME Zion Church in Auburn where 

she was a devout member. She was buried in Fort Hill Cemetery, approximately 100 yards from 

the church. 

 For a number of years these houses were rented and the rent collected by the Western 

New York Conference. The records show that at one time they were bringing as much as $1500 

and $1600 annually, which was published in the Conference minutes. The Conference neglected 

the property’s upkeep and it gradually deteriorated until it was uninhabitable. It then became a 

prey for wood-burning filchers and the splendid furnace of the Tubman House was appropriated 

by the local church and still is used there. 

 The bishops who had control of this property during Dr. C. S. Whitted’s secretaryship put 

it under charge of the brotherhood department in which custody it has remained ever since. After 

the Second World War an attempt was made to condemn this property for housing because of it 

being neglected.  

 About twenty-two years ago the Women’s Federation of Clubs of New York asked the 

African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church to deed this property to them for a girls’ home in 

memory of Mother Tubman but the church refused their petition.  
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 By 1944 the City ordered the house to be wrecked unless restorations of the buildings 

were immediately undertaken. Bishop William Jacob Walls, then in charge of the Western New 

York Conference asked for time to have them re-erected and city authorities granted his request. 

Under the leadership of Bishop Walls the Home was restored and a garage added. The Home was 

dedicated in 1953 it. Authorized by the Connectional Council of 1945, Dr. H. B. Shaw and the 

Bishop of the Western New York Conference went forward to reconstruct the residence, and the 

old one  destroyed and carried away. 

 Two thousand, five hundred thousand dollars $2,500 furnished from the home missions 

department by Dr. Shaw boosted the $21,000 spent on the project furnished by the Second 

Episcopal District of the A.M.E. Zion Church. There is much yet to be done. A room for historic 

relics of Harriet Tubman and notables should be quipped. Some of these relics have been lost for 

want of a place to assemble and preserve them. A space for a caretaker with a small family was 

established, for there was a growing need to be open daily for sight-seers of the place.  

 The plan at the time was to restore the house as near as possible to its original form. It has 

cost about $21,500 to rebuild it. Five thousand dollars in amounts of $2,500 each was loaned by 

Mother Zion and the First church of Brooklyn, under the leadership of Revs. Robeson and 

Carrington. We need ten thousand dollars a year to pay off the $8,000 mortgage incurred in 

building already and to put on campaigns to expand it into the Old Peoples’ Home, Harriet 

Tubman’s dream, and for streets and sidewalks up to it where it stands, nearly a hundred yards to 

the street, and clear the roads running through it so as to give it a park-like appearance. Later, 

there is a plan to place a young people’s assembly hall there for annual youth gatherings and in 

the near future it is hoped that in addition to becoming a shrine, we can construct a useful 
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institution to serve the people, as a retreat for the aged and a gathering place for youth on that 26 

acres part of which can be made a truck farm. 

 Bishop William J. Walls made a strong appeal for the involvement of young people in the 

life of the Harriet Tubman Home.  Said he: "Since school children built the monument to Daniel 

De Foe who wrote Robinson Crusoe, over his grave in London, it would be a thing of honor and 

joy for the colored youth and the children of Zion to build with their nickels and dimes a Harriet 

Tubman Institution as a shrine for American youth and inspiration to take courage there from 

and move on to the better things in the upward way. This is another way to help build mobile,  

 While there are Tubman homes and monuments all over the country, those who built 

them do not have her property to build on.  

 Bishop George W.C. Walker, Sr. who assumed the leadership of the Northeastern 

Episcopal area in 1992 unveiled an ambitious project -- “The Harriet Tubman Cultural Research 

& Retreat Center” which is to be developed on the property given to the AME Zion Church by 

Harriet Tubman and will feature three distinct elements: a National Visitor Center (to include 

the old people's home in which home Harriet Tubman herself was finally cared for by the people 

whom she had employed to help run the home for the Home the aged, the John Brown Infirmary, 

a new memorial garden with outdoor meeting space and information center—all connected by an 

interpretive “freedom trail”), a Research Center (new library/research facility to be a repository 

of historical information associated with the Underground Railroad on local and national levels), 

and a Conference & Retreat Center (a center for large group conferences, educational seminars 

and corporate retreats that will feature a 1,000-seat auditorium, a dining facility, multipurpose 

meeting rooms, and a fitness and recreation center. “Safe Houses” linked by a freedom trail. 
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Participants will be housed in facilities similar to, and in keeping with, the character and scale of 

the original Harriet Tubman Home. They will be connected by an “Underground Railroad” 

which will be used as a gallery space to educate attendees on the “invisible” network of aid and 

assistance offered to fugitives from bondage.).   

 Sixty-six years after Bishop Walls' intervention to save the property, first now senior 

Bishop, Presiding Prelate of the Piedmont Episcopal Area, Bishop George W.C. Walker, Sr. 

previous and then now its current Presiding Prelate, Northeastern Episcopal Area, Bishop George 

E. Battle, Jr., of which Western New York Auburn being nestled in its bosom, have moved the 

program of this Home to a higher level. (See Appendix Four). The summary of Ms. Tubman's 

life and lesser  known work during the civil work when she was assisted as a nurse, scout and 

spy to the Union troops, “conductors” of the resistance that came to be known as the 

“Underground Railroad”;  served in Virginia, Florida, and South Carolina, where she is credited 

with facilitating the rescue of hundreds of enslaved people; and all the other works are 

documented in the Congressional Bill#227
30

 which was developed in part:  

(1) to preserve and promote stewardship of the resources in Auburn, New York, and Caroline, 

Dorchester, and Talbot Counties, Maryland, relating to the life and contributions of Harriet Tubman; 

(2) to provide for partnerships with the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church, the States of 

New York and Maryland, political subdivisions of the States, the Federal Government, local 

governments, nonprofit organizations, and private property owners for resource protection, research, 
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interpretation, education, and public understanding and appreciation of the life and contributions of 

Harriet Tubman; 

(3) to sustain agricultural and forestry land uses in Caroline, Dorchester, and Talbot Counties, 

Maryland, that remain evocative of the landscape during the life of Harriet Tubman; and 

        (4) to establish a competitive grants program for scholars of African-American history .  

  Indeed, the barn on the property has been restored to one befitting its original "period"  

and the home will soon join this decor.  

 Many trumpets are being sounded and fanfare is made, but it will never be forgotten the 

role Bishop Walls played in maintaining this property.  All that takes place in this twenty-first 

century certainly compliments and leads to the fulfillment of Bishop Walls' vision, for in his 

report at the thirty-sixth Quadrennial session of the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church 

held in Buffalo, New York, May 4-18, 1960, he, as the then Presiding Prelate of the First 

Episcopal District which included the Western New York Conference, in his address said: ""the 

dream of Harriet Tubman was an Old People's  Home and a Home for the Orphans, and I do not 

doubt that it will be realized someday when the A.M.E. Zion Church will become able and alert 

to accomplish it.  No such grand old historic person whose name is memorialized in the battle of 

freedom all over the country and the world, should be forever neglected by her church to which 

she gave freely her earthly heritage, and which shares her immortal name."
31

   

 A book on this famous heroine is among the long list of publications authored by this 

bishop. 

DOROTHY WALLS CAMP 
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 As he moved about preaching, providing pastoral oversight and expanding the borders of 

Zion Methodism; being in the supervisory capacity of Bishop but aware of the awesome 

responsibility of the souls and the spiritual development of so many; holding the reigns of 

educational responsibility yet giving guidance and preparation to individuals who had to live in a 

world that kept them from so much, Bishop Walls sought ways to meet basic needs of the people 

he served.  One such need was the provision of a suitable camp site for their use since people of 

color could not share facilities owned by white churches or private entities and any one or small 

group of Black churches was usually too poor to own any such site.  It was a need that never was 

far away from his consciousness.  He may not always have remembered, but he never forgot.   

 His work in the Western New York Conference and the Harriet Tubman Home 

underscored the need for useable, larger, similar facilities elsewhere.  In the summer of 1934,  

what then  became known as Camp Barber (not currently functioning), a "310 acre property with 

two lakes, owned by the A.M.E. Zion Church in the Berkshire Mountains"
32

was also set aside for 

recreational purposes and as a camp ground since the church" was slow in developing the Barber 

Memorial Home there."
33

   

 Bishop did not forget those in the South. He never forgot how in spite of all he had to 

face growing up, the quiet and peace of the mountains ministered to his needs and soul.  And this 

idea which kept percolating through his subconscious as it were,  finally filtered upward, and 

thirty-three years after ascending the episcopacy, in 1957, Bishop William J. Walls, then 
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presiding Prelate of the Western North Carolina Conference, appointed a search/invest-                         

dilative committee with the sole intention of purchasing a camp site.   

 The Committee (copy of minutes unavailable) which was "headed by Mrs. . Delacey 

Grecian-Donowa (First Vice President Women's Home & Overseas Missionary Society, 1943-

1951) and included several missionary women of the Conference, among whom were Mrs. L. 

Barbara Jones Taylor and Makepeace Long, who had been taking children to a small summer 

camp which had been phased out after the owner’s death; the presiding elders, ministers and 

leading laymen. They recommended several sites the most ideal was the Old Lincoln Academy 

near Crowders Mountain in Gaston County."
34

 

 Alive in his memory were the breath taking, scenic views of the towering mountain blue 

mountains, nearer his place of birth at Chimney Rock; the place where the beauty of nature was 

enough to bring one closer to the love of the creator of the universe, a beauty that was designed 

for all but his kind.  Hence, when a tuberculosis infirmary located in that area closed its doors 

and it was learned that the Royal League of Illinois was selling this property, Bishop Walls was 

not slow in appointing nor encouraging a conference committee to actively do further 

investigation of  the suggested site.  The committee reported its findings at the Easter Check-up 

Meeting at Thomas Chapel A.M.E. Zion Church, Conover, NC, in April, 1958. 

 Thus, was the conference purchased 66 acres in the foothills of Black Mountain, North 

Carolina in the Blue Ridge Mountains, with one significant major building and other small 

buildings and encompassed the area of major religious assemblies.  The cost was eighty thousand 

dollars.  
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 In his report to the thirty-sixth Quadrennial session of the African Methodist Episcopal 

Zion Church held in Buffalo, New York, May 4-18, 1960, Bishop Walls, then Presiding Prelate 

of the First Episcopal District which included Western North Carolina said: "We have purchased 

a camp at Black Mountain, North Carolina two years ago, as the possession of the Western North 

Carolina Conference, which contains sixty-one acres of land, facility for a lake when conditions 

of the contract are lived out, has a magnificent building one time used as a rest sanitarium, 

capable of accommodating fifty persons, with a large lobby and upper and lower porches half 

way around it, and beautifully trimmed and modernized with city facilities in a country district.  

It is our plan to put another building on the camp, which we are now working out.  This is 

definitely one of the greatest achievements and progressive steps forward of any one annual 

conference of our Zion in this new day as they provide for our young and old alike, spiritual and 

physical education, with wholesome recreation and worship, in this beautiful mountain area, 

surrounded by major Protestant Assembly Grounds."
35

   

 In 1965 a project undertaken by the Youth of the First Episcopal District of the African 

Methodist Episcopal Zion Church was the production of a publication entitled, "Reverence of a 

Senior Bishop" in tribute to Bishop William Jacob Walls on his eightieth anniversary (and his 

forty-first anniversary as a Bishop).   A portion of the foreword gives insight into how the youth 

of this denomination regarded this Bishop and his unswerving efforts on their behalf.  Said they: 

"We therefore pledge to join hands, north and south, unite our forces, and walk with our peerless 

leader to help him accomplish the work closest to his heart: namely, the development and 

perpetuation of our A.M.E. Zion Summer Camp for youth, the Harriet Tubman Home, our 
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secondary Schools, recruitment of young ministers, and other enterprises for the enhancement 

and continued growth of our church, at home and abroad, for world redemption.  To Bishop 

Walls - we pledge our loyalty and devotion to the causes of Christ."
36

 

 George Wallace Maze, III probably says it best when he said: "Several years ago many 

people were in doubt when Bishop William Jacob Walls stirred the thinking caps of the Western 

North Carolina conference about purchasing a Camp in the beautiful mountains of Black 

Mountain, North Carolina.  There were all types of statements negative and positive, whether 

they should purchase the camp or not.  Then there came along the hope that was needed when 

the people and ministers and many other friends thought that this would be an ideal place for the 

Negro boy and girl of North Carolina and elsewhere to come and enjoy the beautiful nature of 

God in the heart of the mountains."
37

 

 Maize concluded his statement by saying: "Off the streets and out of the slums, they will 

go to Camp Dorothy Walls.  They will learn there, through Christian teaching that God has 

willed the children of the sun to come forth from the dusty plains of Egypt to surmount the wings 

of progress in the mountains of camp Dorothy Walls."
38

 

 It is a signal tribute to the vision, foresight and leadership of this bishop that today, over  

half a century later, the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church has a website which not only 

welcomes you to the new state-of-the-art-complex, Camp Dorothy Walls Conference & Retreat 
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Center - Black Mountain, North ... but one which describes itself as being located in the  “Front 

Porch of Western North Carolina”.
39

  

 Said one writer: "under the leadership of Bishop George Walker, Sr., and Mrs. Geraldine 

Walker, and the work and dedication of the members of the Piedmont Episcopal District, the 

facility has gone from a camp to a retreat center — from great to Grand."
40

  The camp, purchased 

by the Western North Carolina Conference in 1958, was officially opened in September the same 

year and dedicated as Camp Dorothy Walls in honor of the wife of Bishop Walls.  Since that 

time, state of the art buildings have been erected, and the campus has undergone considerable 

renovation and upgrading.
41

 Some of the visionary bishops who have followed in the footsteps of 

Bishop William Jacob Walls and have sustained the work he started as it pertains to Camp 

Dorothy Walls have been:  Under Bishop Raymond Luther Jones Bishop William Milton 

Smith- extensive renovations and improvements completed; under Bishop Ruben Lee Speaks - 

beautiful Gymnatorium Complex was constructed; under Bishop Cecil Bishop - $1.2 million 

mortgage was liquidated; under Bishop George W.C. Walker, Sr. - Chapel renovations were 

completed and rededicated as the John Jamison Moore Chapel on March 24, 2007;  A capital 

campaign was launched to develop a state-of-the art complex to be established as the Camp 

Dorothy Walls Conference and Retreat Center.  A new swimming pool was also installed. On 

September 7, 2009, a dedication ceremony was held for the first phase of a renovation that 

included a lavish lodging facility, three stories tall and approximately 34,950 square feet. The 

facility consists of a 54 room/suite lodging area; two executive suites, two 2-bedroom suites, 
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eight camper’s suites, 28 double occupancy rooms, three single occupancy rooms, and three 

handicap accessible one-bedrooms.  Described as a “must-see and a must-experience.” 

Throughout its fifty-two years of existence this year, the camp has certainly lived up to what 

Bishop Wall's vision and been a place where individuals retreat, fellowship and restoration.   

RELIGIOUS EDUCATION 

From childhood, Bishop William Jacob Walls lead a very busy/hectic life.  He juggled 

jobs, grade school, church school, play time and no doubt house chores trying to make life for 

himself, mother and sisters with grandparents and extended family.  As eldest of the siblings, he 

was ever cognizant of his mother’s efforts, and her emphasis on his achievement of excellence in 

studies and religious growth and development.  Time supports the theory that all down through 

the ages, he treasured her teachings as he did her, having kept her by his side as he grew and 

served in various capacities in the church until her passing in May 16, 1956.   

As a young man group in Zion Walls is said to have attended a meeting in Toronto with 

James W. Eichelberger, Jr. who would later become the first International General Secretary 

Treasurer, Christian Education.    "Eichelberger and Rev. Walls began to work incessantly for an 

improved religious education program (for the denomination).  Mr. Eichelberger wrote articles 

and editorialized in the paper then operated by the Sunday School Department, The Sunday 

School Headlight. Reverend Walls wrote a series of articles to The Star of Zion in the interest of 

this cause and circulated a pamphlet entitled What Youth Wants"
42

. Throughout his tenure as 

bishop he served on many boards and presided at our many conferences, but as Bishop James 
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Clinton Hoggard pointed out: "He was made chair-person of the Board of Religious Education in 

1924, a post which he held for forty-four years until he retired in 1968."
43

 

Several oral resources as well as Hoggard credit Walls with very prolific work 

throughout his tenure.  For example, "from 1941-1964, pastoral appointments in the New York 

Conference increased from thirty-nine to seventy-four, and four new churches were established 

in Bronx alone."
44

  

In fact, it is easier to find a picture of Mrs. Hattie Edgerton Walls today, than that of 

Dorothy L. Jordan, who became his wife seven months later.  Indeed, The Star of Zion would 

later describe him as “a princely bachelor who admittedly never had time to really think of 

getting married (and) Bishop Walls probably missed more opportunities to be happily married 

than any man in the church.  But, beginning his ministry when he was a mere boy, he so was 

passionately devoted to his  mother, who in turn has lived solely for her son, that his deep and 

abiding affection for her has for many years been the all-consuming passion of his life and the 

admiration of their great host of friends.”
45

   

Bishop Walls was seventy-one when he married his secretary, Dorothy L. Jordan in 

December 1956. His report to the thirty sixth Quadrennial Session of the African Methodist 

Episcopal Zion Church carries a photograph of him and Mrs. Walls, but is dedicated to his 

mother's memory."
46

 Together they continued the journey and the fight and are benefactors of 

Livingstone College, Hood Theological Seminary, Camp Dorothy Walls in Black Mountain, 
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North Carolina and the Dorothy J. Walls School in Po River, Liberia."
47

  Their gifts were of the 

type, given in the spirit which engendered headlines such as the that printed in a Charlotte, North 

Carolina newspaper (name unidentified) Volume XLI--Number 498 dated Saturday, March 5, 

1960:  LIVINGSTONE IS INSPIRING IN LEADERSHIP: Bishop And Mrs. Walls Donate Site 

For Building. 

The Rt. Rev. W.J. Walls of Yonkers, New York, senior 

bishop of the  A.M.E. Zion Church, has given Hood Theological 

Seminary, Livingstone College, Salisbury, N.C. something on 

which to build, actually and figuratively. 

He and Mrs. Walls have donated to the college a parcel of 

land, across from the campus, as a site for a religious center that 

will include expanded facilities for theological students, and 

overseas student association building and retreat and rooms to 

house intact the bishop's extensive collection of African and 

American literature and volumes on many nations and their 

religions. 

The gift of this property, valued at almost $20,000 is, 

however, more than just a gift of land.  It is an expression of faith; 

and incentive for growth and an acknowledgement of current need.  

As senior bishop of his denomination, Bishop Walls is acutely 

aware of the pressing need for more and better trained church 

workers at home and abroad.  As chairman of the board of trustees 

of Livingstone College, the institution of higher learning, of the 

A.M.E. Zion Church, Bishop Walls is well acquainted with the 

need of physical expansion, and plans of the college and its 

theological school for building to meet this need.  As a man whose 

actions are in-keeping with his dedication to the service of God 

and his fellow men, Bishop Walls unerringly recognizes the time 

when this practical move brings dreams into actuality. 

The presentation to Livingstone of land on which to build 

brings much closer the day on which ground can be broken and 

buildings erected. 

Bishop and Mrs. Walls made the presentation at Founders 

Day observance held at Livingstone College February 10 and 

attended by some 1, 200 ministers, laymen, alumni, students, 

public spirited citizens and college officials.... 

In connection with building plans, it should be noted the 

college chapel was destroyed by fire some time ago.  The citizens 
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of Salisbury, black and white, have banded together to raise some 

$100,00 for this rebuilding project alone.  In his speech when 

making the land gift, Bishop Walls listed "the new thrust of 

benevolent giving of the white citizens of this community and 

state" as one of the factors influencing him and Mrs. Walls to give 

the land now. 

This is not the first time, Bishop Walls has sensed urgency 

of need at Livingstone College.  In his second year of his ministry 

he donated to the college $200, first of the funds that made 

possible the establishment of Hood Seminary.  In more than half a 

century since, Bishop Walls, an alumnus of Livingstone College 

has been active in the college's expansion.  Bishop Walls is 

chairman of the board of trustees, and he has shown particular 

interest in the seminary.
48

 

 

Inordinately busy probably puts it best, especially when one considers his pen portrait 

alongside an overdraft of his travels and the boards he served on.  Walls never forgot his roots, 

never forgot his heritage.  He had a keen interest in sharing the gospel and spreading Zion 

Methodism in Africa.  Although other bishops like Hebert Bell Shaw and Reuben Lee Speaks 

were more instrumental in implementing an Africa outreach the Dorothy J. Walls School in Po 

River, Liberia is not the only place overseas that felt Bishop Wall' touch.  Indeed, he is credited 

with leading the First Episcopal District in 1954 to establish what was then called an "African 

Memorial Bank to raise money for work in Africa,"
49

 the Cartwright Memorial A.M.E. Zion 

Church in Brewerville, Liberia being the first to benefit by way of its restoration. While he had 

little hands-on in the actualization of the AME Zion Churches, churches have been named after 

him to honor him as an early visionary of what is now a vibrant and expansive AME Zion 

witness in mission outreach.   In 2010, there are more than two dozen churches bearing the name 

of Bishop Walls in the Western West Africa Conferences. It is interesting to travel to the far 

reaches of countries in Liberia and Guyana, South America and find the similarly named 
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churches in Albany New York and in several other countries and states in the United States of 

America.  In Yonkers, New York one street is named for him - Bishop William Jacob Walls 

Place.   in 1960 prior to the independence of many African nations Walls stated: 

Bishop Walls is remembered by laity and clergy alike as a lover of the church who worked 

arduously for the upbuilding of God and Zion.  Said one minister, "Bishop Walls was a dictator 

for the good of the church. Everything he had he left to the church."
50

 But more than that, it is 

felt by many who knew him, that he set the agenda for the denomination and helped re-write the 

Book of Discipline. 

Having served forty four years, Bishop William Jacob Walls made his final Episcopal 

Report the thirty eight Quadrennial Session of the General Conference of the African Methodist 

Episcopal Zion Church which met in Detroit, Michigan, May 1-15, 1968.    It is worthy to note 

that this freedom fighter dedicated his report to Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., noting that 

same was done  "in memory of this man who gave his precious life for equality, human welfare, 

and dignity of all, in the spirit of peace and non-violence, while we, as Christians, acknowledge 

to be the Christ-like way.  Let the soul chords of freedom in Martin Luther King, Jr. vibrate in us 

now and through us to mankind in all ages.  To love Jesus, God's Son, is to love and work for the 

freedom of mankind. " 
51

  Salutarily to his years of service was a letter included in this report 

entitled, one of our significant letters from Dr. King.  See Appendix Five. 

A protégé of Bishop James Walker Hood, he like most Bishops of the African Methodist 

Episcopal Zion church, knew how to carry a firm hand in a velvet glove.   One minister who 

would grow to be an admirer of him and follow in his footsteps, benefited from his rod of 
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correction while yet a youth.   Meanwhile, when it came to applying the law of the church he did 

not abide any mediocre performance,  he tolerated no slackness at any level of leadership local 

church level when it came to applying the law of the church.  He details this clearly in recounting 

the problems and their resolution as pertained to the Metropolitan A.M.E. Zion Church at 

Hartford, CT as it was being relocated from Pearl Street to its present edifice on Main Street in 

1926, led by its then pastor, Rev. A.J. Gorham. 

The transition, at first, did not turn out well.  All the trustees 

that engineered the move were white, with the exception of one 

Negro on the board.  In the course of a very few years, the money 

entrusted to the trustees from the sale of Pear Street, for the most 

part, disappeared.  The Main Street property deal included two 

houses across the street from the church, one used for the 

parsonage and the other rented.  Gross irregularities were 

discovered in the management by these trustees; the cash money 

left in their hands was discovered to be badly used, unaccounted 

for, and unverified.  Pastor Gorham discovered this and he was 

directed by the bishop (Walls) to put the matter in civil court.  The 

result was the discharge of the trustees and the ruling of the court 

that only members of the church could be trustees.  This episode 

caused much hardship and grief to Rev. Gorham.  It began a new 

day for this church, which has prospered ever since.
52

   

He could be as gentle and kind as he could be as firm and as strong when necessary.  No 

wonder many of the historical articles or sermons re-preprinted today, (See Appendix Six), no 

wonder the history of the church most quoted, remains that written by this bishop, and no wonder 

the phrase one often hears still remains:"If Walls were alive today.... if Walls were alive today! 

Many a preacher and leader following Walls have found it relatively easy to benefit from a 

public school education today and go on to gain a high school education, but good as things are 
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college education and seminary training have not always been easy to attain.  Notwithstanding, 

Walls' life continues to be a beacon of hope,  a "If God can do it for him, surely, he can do it for 

me" thought that one can hide within the heart and go forward, goals for the future.   While this 

thought can guide the sons and daughters of this denomination, it is interesting to note that one 

highlight of Bishop Walls' youthful life in the Episcopacy was his nonviolent sit-in in reaction to 

being sent to sit in the back of the Union Station restaurant and the peaceful three hour sit-in he 

led.  Fifty-six years later, one Martin Luther King, Jr. would be born who would give full blown 

understanding to the Civil Rights movement in America and wider understanding to what must 

be acknowledged as Jesus' doctrine of peaceful resistance or the turning of the other cheek. 

 According to Paris, initially Martin's position was: 

It was the Sermon on the Mount rather than a doctrine of passive 

resistance that initially inspired the Negroes of Montgomery to 

dignified social action.  It was Jesus of Nazareth that stirred the 

Negros to protest with the creative weapon of love.  As the days 

unfolded, however, the inspiration of Mahatma Gandhi began to 

exert its influence. I had come to see early that the Christian 

doctrine of love operating through the Gandhian method of 

nonviolence was one of the most potent weapons available to the 

Negro in his struggle for freedom...Nonviolent resistance (or 

Passive Resistance) had emerged as the technique of the 

movement, while love stood as the regulating idea.  In other words, 

Christ furnished the spirit.
53

 

                                                           
53

 Peter J. Parris. Black Religious Leaders: Conflict In Unity.  Louisville, KY: Westminster/John Knox Press, 1993 



97 

 

CHAPTER FIVE 

 

 

 

BISHOP STEPHEN GILL SPOTTSWOOD: THE IMPACT 

OF HIS LIFE, LEADERSHIP AND LEGACY ON THE 

AFRICAN METHODIST EPISCOPAL ZION CHURCH 

 

 Stephen Gill Spottswood was born on Sunday, July 18, 1897 in Boston Massachusetts.  

He was the only child of Abram Lincoln and Mary Elizabeth Gray Spottswood. Though history 

is silent on the first twenty years of his life, he must have been gainfully employed studying for 

Hoggard as most denominational history books, states he earned "a B.A. degree in 1917 from 

Albright College, Reading, Pa., and a Th.B degree from Gordon Divinity School in Boston in 

1919 and did graduate study at Yale University in 1923 and 1924.  Fifteen years later, in 1939, 

Livingstone College awarded him an honorary D.D."
1
 

 One source, Spottswood AME Zion Church,
2
 states that in 1909 his family moved to 

Freeport, Maine.   While details or ramifications of his growth and development are not 

generally available, one oral source, speaks to his ever burning zeal for equality and first-class 

citizenship developed in his heart, while yet a child. Spottswood,  

 "raised in a restrictive New England town, when a  child, 

discovered from his playmates that he was different.  This molded 

his attitude to be equal.  Closely akin to his interest in his church, 

was his zeal for the welfare of his race.  He worked ardently in 
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local and state chapters of the NAACP in every city and town 

which he had pastored."
3
 

 

Stephen Gil Spottswood entered the traveling ministry through the New England Conference.   It 

must be pointed out that this much is very clear, but questions still arise as to the date he began 

to preach and one identifiable source this stems from is the obituary presented by his parallel 

career of serving mankind, the Nation Association of Advancement of Colored People, in its 

official publication, The Crisis, which stated that "even before he was ordained as an AME Zion 

minister in 1920, he served for two years as pastor in West Newton and Lowell, Mass."
4
 

Spottswood was ordained a deacon February 5, 1952.  That would mean that he would have had 

to be admitted into the travelling ministry at least February 5, 1918.  The official documents 

were not available to the writer,(and questions exist about their existence in any archives and or 

availability),  but based on the information of all three of the official historians of the 

denomination, Bradley,
5
 Hoggard

6
 and Walls state that "he entered the travelling ministry 

through the New England Conference, in 1919, and was appointed to West Newton and Lowell, 

Mass."    Being admitted to the travelling ministry of course did not mean being ordained, but it 

certainly means that he was admitted at least eleven months, closer to one year prior to his 

ordination.  Through Bishop William Jacob Walls as in many public places is learnt that he was 
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ordained deacon by Bishop W.L. Lee and elder by Bishop George W. Clinton."
7
  Bishop 

Hoggard
8
 confirms the same noting the first ordination took place on Thursday, February 5, 1920 

and the second about four months later on Sunday, June 20, 1920.  Further argument however 

still holds for the possibility of unforeseen circumstances leading to one holding such a position 

before being admitted to the travelling ministry.  Yet again we can thank Bishop Hoggard for 

corroboration as he notes that he (Spottswood) "was a pastor for thirty-four years."
9
 As will be 

addressed later, he was elevated to the episcopacy in 1952.  Doing the mathematics, he must 

have indeed been serving as a pastor two years before being ordained due to extenuating 

circumstances.  

 The year 1919 must have been very memorable to Stephen Gill Spottswood.  He 

graduated from Divinity School,  he entered the travelling ministry and the annals of history tells 

us that on Tuesday, June 10, 1919 he took to himself a wife, Viola Estelle Booker.  a marriage 

which lasted until her death, Saturday, October 24, 1953.  God blessed this union with five 

children: Virginia Ruth Simon, Rev. Stephen Paul Spottswood, Constance Booker Miller, Viola 

Stephanie Cabaniss and Alleyne Hankerson Hall.  He and his wife were the grandparents of 

fourteen and great grandparents of four.  

 His was the privilege to marry twice.  However, sixteen years were to pass after the death 

of his first wife, before on Monday, December 16, 1969, he would exchange vows and marry 

Mrs. Mattie Brownita Johnson Elliott.  He preceded her in death by eleven years. 
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 The year 1919 was memorable to Stephen Gill Spottswood for more than his graduation, 

for more than his marriage; it was indeed memorable for it was the year he entered into the 

travelling ministry of the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church.  His pastoral work to God 

and Zion began by serving in West Newton and Lowell, Mass. and afterward served as pastor, 

Green Memorial Church, Portland Maine. Others included: Varick, New Haven, Ct,  Goler 

Memorial, Winston -Salem: Jones Tabernacle, Indianapolis, IN; St. Juke, Buffalo,  NY; and John 

Wesley Church, Washington, D.C,.  It was while he served as pastor of John Wesley that he is 

not only credited with increasing the membership from 600 to 3,000, but the following was 

written of him: 

 The coming of the Reverend Stephen Gill Spottswood in 

1936 began what is known as the era of "an expanded ministry."   

His "Temple Beautiful Campaign" resulted in major renovations 

and redecoration.  The Reverend Spottswood's labors were 

successfully directed toward the association, recreation, 

stewardship, and social service."  All church debts were 

eliminated.  The Reverend Spottswood gave the worship service a 

greater liturgical character with the use of chants, canticles and 

acolyte guild. 

 At the Thirty-First Session of the General Conference of 

the A.M.E. Zion Church held at John Wesley in 1940, a resolution 

was passed which officially designated John Wesley as the 

National Church of Zion Methodism."
10

 

  

   Yes, there is one more reason why for Spottswood, nineteen (1919) must have forever 

been etched in his memory as a banner year, as a red letter year!  For in addition to the foregoing, 

entering the traveling ministry, graduating, marrying,  as this was the very year that history states 

that he began what was to prove a parallel life time career that lasted as long as his pastoral 
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calling  and spoke to the needs of individuals just as much.  In 1919, Stephen Gill Spottswood 

became a member of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People 

(NAACP), the organization to which he would not only hold membership, but to which he would 

rise to the position of president of the Washington D.C. branch and become a member of the 

National Board of Directors and was elected Chairman of the Board in 1961. The earliest of our 

historical writers, Dr. Bradley said: "Stephen Gill Spottswood has been closely identified with 

the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, serving for several years as the 

chairman of the Board.   

 A brilliant legal mind, he has likewise served as the head of the denominational Board of 

Finance (Chairman) and as Trustee of Livingstone College."
11

  He was a dynamic, determined 

but loved leader and  the Presiding Prelate of the South Mississippi, West Tennessee and 

Mississippi , Oklahoma, Texas, North  Arkansas, and North Arkansas Conferences; the Ohio, 

Michigan, Ohio, Michigan, Allegheny, and Indiana Conferences; The Colorado, New England, 

Virgin Islands, and South American Conferences; and Philadelphia-Baltimore and Central North 

Carolina Conferences.  A quarter of a century after his passing he is still avidly remembered.  

Churches have been erected with his assistance, urging and encouragement.  One church in 

producing a publication for sale.  "Spottswood AME Zion Church: 53 Years if Faith h 

Testimony" includes a tribute to its namesake:"Many Churches of the AME Zion denomination 

named after him spread from USA to Africa.  We at Denver really appreciated the opportunity to 

share in his life and works and the ministry that he was a contributive part.  The Denver Church, 

organized by a few faithful Zionites, came about through a petition to Bishop Spottswood to 
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establish a Church in Denver, Colorado.  The Bishop approved the petition and the church came 

into existence on December 2, 1952.  Being elected a Bishop in 1952, the Rt. Rev. Stephen Gill 

Spottswood became the first African Methodist Episcopal Zion leader in the Rocky-Mountain 

region.
12

"  Bradley obviously knew of the deep bonds that existed there for in his history book 

one reads:  "one of the youngest conferences of the denomination, the Colorado, was organized 

by Bishop Stephen Gill Spottswood (organized December 7, 1952) and reported to the General 

Conference of 1956."
13

 Bishop Spottswood was also very involved in overseas work and is 

credited with initiating mission banquets in the state side conferences specifically to raise funds 

to assist the work in these overseas mission conferences.  Among the areas known to benefit 

from these were the Virgin Island Conference, the Guyana Conference, along with those in 

Barbados and the South African Republic. He presided over these conferences.  Many churches 

are named in his honor and memory not only across the areas where he served, but indeed 

throughout Zion.  The older saints still muse over the story of this stalwart son of Zion, freedom 

fighter and liberator. 

 Bishop Spottswood was not too busy to think of the physical needs of the youth of his 

district and provided sources of recreation, no doubt to keep them gainfully employed and out of 

trouble.  He like other bishops of his day endeavored to advance the cause of summer retreats.  

Thus Walls tells us that "in 1961 the Ohio Conference purchased a 30 acre park from the Ohio 

Council of Churches for camping purposes, and dedicated it to the memory of Viola Booker 
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Spottswood, late wife and missionary supervisor of the presiding bishop of Ohio, Stephen Gill 

Spottswood.  The camp opened officially during the summer of 1963."
14

  

 Bishop Spottswood is often spoken of in regard of his years of service as a member of the 

Methodist Council, the National Council of Churches and the General Commission on Chaplains 

and Armed Service Personnel.  However, much of this interest and work, like his work with the 

N.A.A.C.P., did not start when he ascended to the episcopacy.  The 2009 Great Gathering of the 

three major Black Methodist bodies in the USA, the African Methodist Episcopal Church, the 

Christian Methodist Episcopal Church and the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church called 

to mind that fact that since 1868 there was a call to Organic Union.  The then Reverend Dr. 

Stephen Gill Spottswood at the Fourth Annual Pastor's and Christian workers' Conference, 

Lincoln University, Pa., July 13, 1939, is quoted as saying: "It seems that the spiritual 

implications of Organic Union--the mere categorical visioning of the spiritual forces which 

would be released through the merger of Negro Methodists--should give us sufficient impulse to 

proceed deliberately toward this high goal of unity."
15

  Spottswood even went further to make 

pellucid the stance of his denomination, stressing the fact that it had not changed in spite of the 

sum total of actions by members of the Union.  Firstly, he addressed the fact that in spite of good 

will gestures, where the bishops of the A.M.E. Zion Church acted in good faith, several 

maneuvers eventually led to the resolution tabled on the matter in 1872.  Says Walls: 

 This action, which had taken place on Tuesday, May 19, 

prompted a sinewy editorial in the official organ of the AS.M.E. 

Zion Church The Zion's Standard and Weekly Review, on May 20, 
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1868, an extract of which stated: "The A.M.E. Zion Connection, 

having carefully kept within the bounds of the Platform as agreed 

upon by the two Connections, comes forward to make good her 

agreement as agreed and say--"we are ready,"  ready  to unite upon 

one common platform.  We are ready to make common cause with 

you for the up building of the Church of Christ.  We are ready to 

meet the demands of the People; for the good of the People, we are 

ready to sacrifice all our own interests, views, differences and 

mode of electing Executives, that the cause of Christ and His 

People shall be advanced here on earth. We are ready to meet with 

you and to sacrifice our connection name, that we may present to 

the world a UNITED AFRICAN METHDODIST CHURCH IN 

AMERICA, and the response is for THE ADOPTION OF A NEW 

PLATFORM.  to this we demurs.  We now leave the mater, and let 

it never be said, that Zion was the cause of the future division 

between the A.M.E and the A.M.E Zion Connections, for WE 

WERE READY.
16

 

 Spottswood  then continued down memory lane to further illustrate the attitude of his 

denomination on organic union, thus he called to their memory the facts of Sub-committees 

appointed by bishops of the African Methodist Episcopal (A.M.E.) and the A.M.E Zion 

Churches deliberated and seven articles of agreement were reached.  These were remanded to the 

annual and quarterly conference of the two denominations.  Subsequently at the bequest of the  

Bishops they were distributed for use in the voting process at the local level organ union.  But 

Zion's leadership did not have to wait for the results of the vote to show where it stood.  As 

Spottswood said:   

"To illustrate the attitude of the African Methodist Episcopal Zion 

Church on organic union, let us cit for example the case of 

churches in Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania, and Elmira, New York.  

In both of these cities Zion and Bethel had churches.  The Negro 

Methodist Churches operating in the same city, so the bishops of 

each denomination met and agreed, because of the discussion of 

organic union was then extant, to the following compromise.  The 

Zion Church was to abandon the field in Wilkes-Barre where the 
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Bethel Church was the stronger and the Bethel Church was to 

abandon the field in Elmira where the Zion Church was the 

stronger.  Zion promptly withdrew at Wilkes-Barre but Bethel has 

not withdrawn from Elmira unto this day (July 12, 1939). Zion still 

retains the ascendency in Elmira but the work of Kingdom is 

retarded by the unnecessary competition.  We have never 

attempted any retaliatory tactics in Wilkes-Barre."
17

 

 

 Thus did he continue, citing example after example showing how the African Methodist 

Episcopal Zion Church has always stood ready to unite.  His command of the English language 

would no doubt however prove useful were he able to look at conditions today and realize that 

yes, there seems to have been miniscule progress.   The Great Gathering took place.  And what 

is the Great Gathering you say. 2004-2012 Senior Bishop of the A.M.E. Zion Church, the Right 

Reverend George Washington Carver Walker, Sr. addressed this.  Said he:   

When over 6,000 people from African Methodist denominations from across America 

come together last month for the Great Gathering, most people would assume they were 

having a revival. And in essence, that is exactly what happened in Columbia, S.C. But 

indeed, there was so much more. We were called together by God. Members of the 

African Methodist Episcopal (AME) Church, African Methodist Zion (AMEZ) Church, 

and the Christian Methodist Episcopal (CME) Church united over three days to formulate 

a plan to help stem the tide of unemployment, incarceration, high dropout rates, and other 

problems that are destroying young African American males. The numbers are absolutely 

chilling. There are more 17-year-old-black males in prison than in college. One in four 

black males, age 20-24, are high school dropouts. According to the Center for Disease 

Control, homicide is the leading cause of death among African American males 15 to 34 

years of age. African American males have seven times the AIDS rate of non-Hispanic 

white males and are 1.5 times more likely to have high blood pressure. University 

scholars and researchers could talk and debate for years about the reasons for these 

sobering statistics. Preachers can stand in pulpits on Sunday morning and deliver 

eloquent sermons to their congregations about the problems. Almost all African 

Americans know of someone - a brother, cousin, nephew, uncle, father, friend, or 

neighbor that fits the profile. Although we will always have people discussing these 

issues and publishing reports, this is a major crisis that the black church must confront 

head on, the same way the church dealt with Civil Rights and race relations in the 1960s. 

So after three days of meetings, discussions and worshiping God, we left Columbia with 

a plan. Our Great Gathering devised a Male Investment Plan designed to combat some of 
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the ills facing African American Males, the African American Community, and the larger 

social fabric here in the United States. We call it a Male Investment Plan because we 

believe we have to put our time, talents, and financial resources into teaching, coaching, 

and shaping the lives of young black males to bring about a change in their attitude about 

life and living. They have to learn how to respect themselves first before they can learn 

how to respect others. The key component of the Male Investment Plan is based upon 

Saturday Academies that will be held at AME, AMEZ and CME churches across the 

nation. Some of the goals of the Academies include improving education, spiritual 

training and growth, conflict resolution, health, career counseling, and financial literacy. 

The Academies are the beginning and will serve as the cornerstone of our plan to help 

correct the serious problems plaguing our young African American males. Our plan also 

requires the churches to work very closely with historically black colleges and 

universities and other institutions of higher learning in their area. We know we do not 

have all the answers but we have to start somewhere and we have to start now. We have 

waited too long to address these problems and now we're facing a major crisis. One of the 

responsibilities of the church is to address societal ills and through faith in God, strive to 

correct the situations. It has always been one of the foundations of the African Methodist 

denominations. A great example is Haiti.  Even before the earthquake ravaged the small 

country, the AME and CME churches were already in that country working in missions, 

schools, and clinics to help those in need. It is what God requires the church to do. We 

must help those in need and individuals who are down trodden. As I stated earlier, we 

cannot rectify the myriad of problems facing young African American males by 

ourselves. But the African Methodist Male Investment Plan is a start. If you are 

concerned about the future of America's young people, join us as we mount a movement 

to rescue the next generation of young black males. Collectively, we have 5 million 

members in our denominations and we're committed to raising $10 million from our 

congregations. But we're going to need support from the private sector, foundations, 

nonprofit organizations and other faith-based entities to provide human capital, time, and 

financial resources. This is truly a major movement to make America a better place for 

our children and our children's children.  

But look again Bishop Spottswood, the question on merging is still being asked, and to so very 

many it looks as though  Zion is the only one really ready to go the whole way! 

 Especially because of his scars as a child, and a determination in his heart, it is 

impossible to separate the work of this servant of God from that done in his church and that as a 

member of the NAACP.   It was good and somewhat expected of those within the church to say 

it, but refreshing and befitting when others beyond the walls utter those words of positive 

reception, appreciation and gratitude for the toil and care Bishop Spottswood dedicated his life to 

doing.  One would think that he knew how those around felt.  Nonetheless, as is so often the 
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case, too many of them came at his death.  Here we share a few: "On the church, Bishop 

Spottswood was respected as a dynamic cleric, as well as an aggressive civil rights worker. He 

was a staunch believer in the Constitution of the United States and an exemplar of the principles 

of the Christian Church."
18

  "He was the kind of minister who believed in freedom of the soul on 

this side of the Jordan as well as during eternity.  He was no 'pie-in-the-sky' preacher, and didn't' 

spend his time with messages about golden slippers and milk and honey in Heaven.  He had an 

insatiable thirst for freedom for the soul here and now.  If ever there was a black leader with a 

unique combination of the will to serve his God and his fellow man that person was Bishop 

Stephen Gill Spottswood.  He set an excellent example for his colleagues in serving well his 

church and fellow men."
19

  

 Indeed, his fight for equality was not limited to his work as a member of either group.  

“He was courageous both as a pastor and a bishop.  While serving as bishop in the deep South, 

he encountered opposition in Mississippi and Arkansas, and had some dangerous experiences.”
20

  

Further, Spottswood has been described as ‘more liberal in what he allowed his preachers and 

laymen to do.  He would give young men appointments, unlike some of his fellow Bishops at the 

time.”
21

   

 When he started out on the journey of life as a youngster, was shaped and molded by 

tough circumstances, he meditated on what he had discovered and Spottswood had obviously 

made his mind up, for as we learnt earlier, at the age of twenty-two he embraced his two life 
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careers-- a travelling minister in the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church and me a member 

of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People.  His goal was not to be 

merely a card carrying member of an organization where he can feel accepted and wanted.  No, 

as Bishop Walls put it:  "Closely akin to his interest in his church was his zeal for the welfare of 

his race.   He worked ardently in local and state chapters of the NAACP in every city and town 

which he had pastored.  He was courageous both as a pastor and a bishop."
22

  This position is 

supported by Hoggard who has described him in terms of being a loyal and dutiful churchman, 

Bishop Spottswood “served successively on the branch executive committee of the organization 

(NAACP) in every city where he was a pastor.  He was President of the District of Columbia 

NAACP, a member of the NAACP National Board of Directors from 1955 and its chairman from 

1961 until his death in December 1974”.
23

 

 Civil Right Activist Spottswood was no different a man serving at John Wesley Church, 

Washington, D.C.  As he did in his other congregations, his second career impacted his work at 

his local church: "The Reverend Spottswood's productive leadership of John Wesley Church was 

accompanied by conspicuous and extensive work and the affairs of the A.M.E. Zion 

Denomination and the Washington community.  He was elected president of the District of 

Columbia Branch of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People in 1946.  

His much lauded leadership of John Wesley Church continued to 1952, when it was honored by 

his election to the office of Bishop in the A.M..E. Zion Church.  His service as pastor, rendered 

for sixteen years, exceeded that of any of his predecessors."
24
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So Spottswood served his church and served the organization of the NAACP 

continuously, albeit in different cities for a span of fifty-five (55) years, from the age of twenty-

two, dying while its national chairman. Appendix Six provides a samples of his itineraries, which 

from my limited knowledge, are just working guides.  There must be something to the old Negro 

spiritual, "My soul looks back and wonder how I got over!" 

His leadership is often spoken of by many as they walk down memory lane.  Indeed, he is 

more often referred to as being an outstanding Freedom fighter. Walls addresses this aspect when 

he wrote: “As chairman (Spottswood) who became deeply involved he suffers the scars of the 

turbulent sixties which practiced nefarious brutality against freedom lovers in defiance of 

justice.”
25

  His courageous leadership is highlighted in an editorial of the official publication of 

the organization, The Crisis.  Quoting from a joint telegram sent Mrs. Spottswood by the three 

principal officers of the NAACP upon his demise:  “All his life he served his church and the 

NAACP even as Bishop Alexander Walters was signer of the call for the organization of the 

NAACP in 1909.  We remember and salute his courage…”
26

 

 Spottswood was not seen by all as a fearless freedom fighter.  “In the 1960’s his low-key 

leadership of the NAACP came under criticism from more militant factions…” 
27

 Yet others had 

different opinions.  “While that posture might earn a younger, modern leader scant praise today, 

the moderation of Bishop Spottswood and men like him was the radicalism of his day.”
28

  

Notwithstanding, he will be remembered most for his labeling the Nixon administration “anti-

black.”  That several sources of this story could be readily had is testimony of its veracity.  
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Indeed the Bracey and Harley (Editors) of the Papers of the NAACP put it this way, and I quote 

at length: 

Following the urban riots of 1967 and the widespread rioting that occurred after 

the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. on April 4, 1968, the 1968 NAACP 

convention in Atlantic City focused on the theme of extending NAACP programs 

to urban ghettos and developing political and economic power in these areas. At 

the opening session of the convention, NAACP board chairman Stephen Gill 

Spottswood used his keynote address to reaffirm the NAACP’s traditional 

commitments and to argue that the NAACP continued to be relevant to the hopes 

and aspirations of the majority of African Americans. Spottswood declared: “We 

remind America that for 59 years the NAACP has been struggling to remove the 

strangling inequalities of the ghetto which have stimulated the riots.” He 

continued: “We are for the strengthening of the ghetto but not for the 

development of the ghetto-state…. We speak for the vast, though little publicized, 

majority of Negro Americans…. Inclusion is their goal, not exclusion.” Other 

speakers at the 1968 convention offered their perspectives on the challenges 

facing the NAACP and all African Americans as they sought to remedy the 

“urban crisis.” Vivian Henderson, president of Clark College in Atlanta, Georgia, 

centered her remarks on the importance of employment. She recognized that the 

civil rights legislation of the mid-1960s was an important achievement, but she 

also argued that this legislation had not yet tangibly affected the lives of the 

majority of African Americans. She argued that employment was the best way to 

positively impact the lives of the residents of America’s central cities. Ruth 

Harvey of Danville, Virginia, and Julian Bond, a former Student Nonviolent 

Coordinating Committee member and in 1968 a member of the Georgia House of 

Representatives both stressed the need for unity among African Americans and 

the importance of political power. 

 

When the association met in Cincinnati, Ohio, in June 1970 for its sixty-first 

convention, Richard Nixon had been in the White House for about eighteen 

months. 

 

The NAACP and its allies felt this was long enough to evaluate the Nixon 

Administration and they clearly did not like what they were seeing. Several 

speakers at the 1970 convention directed pointed critiques at the Nixon 

administration. The most controversial speech was delivered by Stephen Gill 

Spottswood, who began with a very brief list of some of the NAACP’s 

accomplishments since it had last met in Cincinnati. He then quickly made his 

way to the heart of his speech. Spottswood declared: “For the first time since 

Woodrow Wilson, we have a national administration that can rightly be 

characterized as anti-Negro. This is the first time since 1920 that the national 

administration had made it a matter of calculated policy to work against the needs 

and aspirations of the largest minority of its citizens.” Spottswood then listed nine 
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instances of Nixon’s “anti-Negro” policies, including efforts to delay school 

desegregation, the nominations of Clement Haynsworth and G. Harold Carswell 

to the Supreme Court, attempts to weaken the Voting Rights Act of 1965, and 

signing of defense contracts with textile companies that had records of 

employment discrimination. Spottswood also argued that Nixon’s policies were 

giving encouragement to white racists. Other speakers were also critical of the 

Nixon administration. Leon E. Panetta questioned the administration’s policies on 

school desegregation and NAACP Labor Department head Herbert Hill criticized 

the Philadelphia Plan. 

 

 Not surprisingly, the Nixon administration quickly responded to these 

speeches. This edition includes a telegram to Roy Wilkins from Leonard 

Garment, special consultant to Nixon, defending Nixon’s policies. Garment 

argued that the Philadelphia Plan, family food assistance programs, and the 

naming of African Americans to policy-making positions were among some of 

the administration’s accomplishments. Garment also argued that Spottswood 

misrepresented Nixon’s policies in the areas of employment and school 

desegregation. Garment’s telegram is followed by a reply from Spottswood and 

several other letters mentioning Spotswood’s speech.
29

 

 

Spottswood who, in July 1959, lead “the N.A.A.C.P’S twenty-two car “Freedom Train” 

to Washington D.C. to encourage more civil rights legislation,
30

 though sorely pressed, refused 

to change his stance, because he felt he was standing squarely on the record of the 

Administration. “Practices are not given whole or complete.  Rather, they come to fullness 

through the practice of them.”
31

   

Though this took place while he had retired as a bishop in 1968, it should be noted that he 

was still actively serving his church as Vice Chairman of the Connectional Budget Board. On the  

NAACP he had served in many and varied capacities, president of the Washington, D.C. Branch 

from 1947 to 1952, as a member of the National Board of Directors  from 1955 and Chairman of 
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its National Board of Directors on Monday, April 10, 1961, a position which he continued to 

served effectively until then December 1974.  (See Appendix Seven)   

This civil rights activist has left indelible leadership foot prints in the sands of time 

worthy of emulation, especially in a time when the advancement of freedom fighters such as he 

are being heavily eroded and leaders are very few.  This celebrated champion of equality and 

first-class citizenship epitomized what it meant to be willing to die on one’s feet rather than live 

on one’s knees. 

 Not specifically highlighted under either bishop has been the denomination's 

Sesquicentennial celebration.  Once again the Fathers of the Church, all moved to make the 

events come alive, to tell the story of Zion's birth, journey and hopes, moved to raise funds to 

achieve some of the plans on the drawing board. And so the fathers of the church came together 

and planned well coordinated and effective programs aimed at placing the denomination under 

the spotlight with all the pageantry, praise and worship wrapped up in a masterfully orchestrated 

and effective public relations blitz. "Once again, the A.M.E. Zion Church was thrown into the 

limelight before the American public and the church press throughout the Protestant world... 

(Sections of the closing program were) dedicated to the ideals of defense, justice, relief and 

brotherhood, and the net proceeds contributed to the rehabilitation of war-torn Africa and the 

National Defense Fund."
32

 Contests, programs, celebratory, educational, informative, 

praiseworthy, worshipful and enjoyable all wrapped into one.  Trying to effect continuity within 

and across countries, Episcopal Areas, Sates and Counties is a mammoth job in and of itself.  

Add to this having individuals being supervised by twelve different bishops, coordinating with 

ecumenical, fraternal and news organizations of differing kinds!   Then it's hats off to Bishop 
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Stephen Gill Spottswood who headed the Public Relations Committee of the Sesquicentennial 

celebration.  Again, Walls probably sums it up best when he says of the denominational success 

of the event; "The bishops, each general officer, the Woman's Home and Foreign Missionary 

Society, thousands of ministers and laymen throughout the  entire church, had all worked 

faithfully to help make the Sesqui-Centennial the largest possible success.  Our $2,500,000 was 

raised in efforts to fortify our missions program and move our church forward in the freedom, 

social and economic trials.  We had the complete cooperation and good will of sister 

denominations, the press and communication annuals."
33

  Appendices Eight and Nine reveal 

more of Spottswood the Churchman, the Statesman, the Activist. 

 The words of one who was obviously close to him says it all:  "he was extremely 

effective in administrative affairs...serving with tractability as publicity chairperson of the 

A.M.E. Zion Sesquicentennial Celebration."
34

 

 Over the years circumstances dictated that the Black church, especially the African 

Methodist Episcopal Zion Church which became known as the Freedom Church be the source 

which ensured its members took part in Voter Registration, which ensured its members took part 

in Voter round-up and which ensured its members took part in getting -out-to-vote.  This became 

a must across the denomination if anything was to get done... even in best of socio-economic, 

educated, groups.  Indeed, the denomination joined hands with other groups in this regard.  In 

these late twentieth early twenty-first century years, while the law forbids anyone standing 

before a congregation and telling one's members who to vote for, one certainly has the social and 

                                                           
33

 Ibid. p., 564 
34

 Rev. Dr. Adebola T. Odukoya. Spottswood AME Zion Church: 53 Years of Faithful Testimony. (Denver, Co.: 
Spottswood AME Zion Church, 2005), p. 15 
 
 



114 

 

political responsibility to tell and remind  members to get out and vote .Today, more than even, 

where slick politics is played, where racism is alive and well but dressed up as anything but 

racism, the shepherd of the flock has to be alert to and ready to cry out so that the sheep twill be 

aware of the wolf that may be present in sheep clothing.  Thus, to get its people to vote without 

indicating who to vote for, notwithstanding ensuring that the program is one that will sustain the 

community, good for all, is key.  This means that  ministry must address the holistic needs of all 

the individuals under the care of the pastor. 

 What then shall we say to this?  Thus it is that even as He used  Spottswood, God could 

use one of today's young men or women to lead in the  establishment of voter registration, in the 

establishment of Community Development Corporations where members are led in programs 

that help them to build their own  affordable homes, and children of the church are given the 

opportunity to join in after school mentoring programs which not only provide for their improved 

knowledge in subject areas, but keep them in safe surroundings which parents are at work. 

 Other programs during the week include seminars on domestic violence, wellness, People 

to People, Food ministry. 

 Oh,  may the wheels be a turning... for certainly, for certainly the fields are all ripe and 

the labors are few. God needs a few bold consistent individuals, leaders who will boldly go 

forward  and be counted to reach out and help.  The spotlight may never shine while they are yet 

alive, but the work needs to be done. He can use me to be another Spottswood to develop another 

program that would reach out and touch and bring assistance to somebody in Jamaica as Guyana, 

as Bishop Spottswood did! 
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 Thank God for influencing the likes of Reverend Louis Sanders
35

 who took part in "Civil 

Rights activities ...relating to human rights programs that discussed and followed up on the 

denial of civil rights for people in Rockland County."
36
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CHAPTER SIX 

BISHOP HERBERT BELL SHAW: THE IMPACT OF HIS 

LIFE, LEADERSHIP AND LEGACY ON THE AFRICAN 

METHODIST EPISCOPAL ZION CHURCH 

   

Bishop Herbert Bell Shaw has the reputation of being strict and persistent but progressive 

and with a compassion for those who fell under his jurisdiction; one who was a nurturer and an 

expansionist at all levels.  He was born in Wilmington, North Carolina, on Sunday, February 9, 

1908.  His father was John Henry Shaw and his mother Lummie Virginia Hodges Shaw.  While 

history does not record any siblings, his obituary did indicate he was survived by one sister, Mrs. 

Lucille Dudley; hence, it was only natural to  concluded that Herbert did have at least one 

sibling, though whether they lived together or not has yet to be determined.    "He was named for 

a noteworthy pioneer Zion preacher in the Cape Fear Conference."
1
  

A product of the public school system of Wilmington and as Bishop Walls further 

instructs, Herbert Bell Shaw also attended "St. Emma's Preparatory School. "
2
   He received his 

college training from Fisk University, Nashville, Tenn., where he was a student from 1924 to 

1926. He attended Howard University School of Religion in Washington, D.C. from 1927 to 

1928, and was awarded the honorary degree of Doctor of Divinity at Livingstone College, 

Salisbury, N.C."
3
   

Bradley
4
 tells us that in the progress of things, young Herbert was converted in St. Luke's 

African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church, Wilmington, Sunday, June 13, 1920, at the age of 
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about twelve.  Not much is said about his call to the ministry suffice it to mention however that 

he preached his trial sermon Tuesday, July 12, 1927.  Both Walls
5
 and Hoggard

6
 affirm that he 

then entered the ministry through the Cape Fear Conference in November 1927and afterward 

transferred to the Philadelphia and Baltimore Conference where he served as associate pastor of 

Union Wesley Church in Washington, D,C..  It was while there that he was ordained a deacon on 

Thursday, May 10, 1928. Herbert Bell Shaw would be ordained elder two years later, on 

Saturday, November 15, 1930, but he would have already have "returned to his home conference 

and (have begun to serve) as pastor ... at Bowen's Chapel, St, Andrews, and Price Memorial, in 

and near Wilmington, N.C."
7
  

He married M. Ardelle Stokes in 1931 and that union was blessed with two children: 

Rev. John Herbert Shaw and Maria Shaw Barnhill and five grand children.
8
 

Continuing to serve in the Cape Fear Conference, the Reverend. Herbert Bell Shaw was 

appointed Presiding Elder of the Wilmington District 1937-1943.     

Herbert Bell Shaw was the son of a wealthy owner of several funeral homes in North 

Carolina and Florida.  An expert financier, upon the death of his father, Bishop Shaw took over 

the business, expanded its operation and bought rental property. 

Shaw was a preacher beloved.  His final annual conference sermon delivered in 1979 

would long live in the memory of many of his hearers:  "Take Another Look" with his text 

coming from I Kings 18:44, "And Elijah said to his servant, go up, now, look towards the sea, 
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and he went up, and looked, and said, there is nothing.  And, Elijah said, go again, and look a 

second time."  Appendix Ten provides us one of his sermons printed in the A.M.E. Zion 

Quarterly Review, Issue 1942, Volume 52, pages 27-29.  Good administrative and leadership 

skills, coupled  with  nurturing skills and business acumen, along with all that made him 

essentially  Reverend Shaw, caused him with God's help to be a good pastor.  His efficient and 

effective performance of his work was noticeable  to those around, and his dedication, loyalty 

and enthusiasm made him destined for greater things.  He served the Church as Secretary-

Treasurer of the Department of Home Missions, Pension and Ministerial Relief, using his skill 

and experience to good advantage.  He held this position from 1943-1952, during which time "he 

helped restructure the Brotherhood pension service."
9
    

The Reverend Herbert Bell Shaw was elected fifty-seventh in line of succession to the 

Episcopacy in the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church in 1952; first in the class of four 

elected that year and consecrated on Sunday, May 18 that same year. 

In that capacity he served as Chairperson of the Board of Directors of the National 

Conference of Black Churchmen.  He served as delegate to the 8th-12th World Methodist 

Conferences in Oxford England (1950); Lake Junaluska, N.C. (1956);   Oslow, Norway, (1961).  

Bishop Shaw was many things a nurturer interested in helping his pastors reach their 

potential. elected Vice President) London, England; (1966 Re-elected Vice President);  Denver, 

Colorado (1971 - Elected to the Presidium).  

"He was a member  of the General Commission of the Army and Navy Chaplains; second 

Vice President of the National Council of Churches of Christ in the U.S.A.; He served on a 

Survey Commission which traveled around the world visiting  twenty-three (23) countries for the 
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Department of Christian Education of the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church in 1958.
10

 4-

H Club of America Board of Directors; Community Boys Club of America, Wilmington, North 

Carolina; Omega Psi Phi Fraternity; Chair of Curriculum Committee of Department of 

Education; Chair.; Livingstone College Board of Trustees, Salisbury, North Carolina; Clinton 

Junior College,  Board of Trustees, Rock Hill, South Carolina; Lomax Hannon College Board of 

Trustees, Greenville, Atlanta, among others.  He was elected Grand Master of Prince Hall 

Masons of North Carolina in October 1974."
11

  

Records and research show that as far back as 1964 he made every effort to establish an 

Extension School within the bounds of the New York Conference for the ministerial and lay 

leaders of this conference.  It is unfortunate that this did not work out.  In a letter to Bishop Shaw 

dated September 17, 1964, the then dean of the Seminary seemed enthused about the proposal 

himself.  Said he: 

Dear Bishop Shaw: President Duncan has informed me of 

your interest in establishing an Extension School within the bounds 

of the New York Conference.  Since the Extension Schools are 

established for the purpose of meeting the needs of the ministers 

and Christian lay workers within the area it is difficult or almost 

impossible to give one a blueprint or detailed plans away from the 

scene.  In order to establish such a school it will be necessary for 

me to come to New York and work with persons whom you have 

appointed.  However, there are basic policies which must be 

followed and adhered to as these relate to the standing of the 

Seminary with the accrediting association: 

1.  Instructors in Extension Schools must meet the same 

qualifications as instructors on the faculty of Hood theological 

Seminary.   These instructors will become members of said faculty 

serving specifically in Extension schools. 

2. Those admitted to study must meet the basic 

requirements for admission to Hood Theological Seminary if they 

wish to pursue these courses for credit. 

                                                           
10

 Obituary, Bishop Herbert Bell Shaw 
11

 Ibid Bishop William J. Walls. The African Methodist Episcopal Zion church: Reality of the Black Church. (Charlotte, 
North Carolina: A.M.E. Zion Publishing House, 1974), p. 549 



120 

 

3. A suitable place must be provided where classes may be 

held. 

4. Transportation expenses and accommodation for 

teaching personnel and directors must likewise be provided. 

5. Sufficient funds must be provided to pay for the services 

of such local persons or otherwise who may be secured to serve on 

the faculty and staff of the center. 

6. The number of evenings per week upon which the 

classes are to be in session must be decided. 

7.  The basic fees are: 

 Enrollment $5.00 

 Library   2.00 

 Tuition  12.00 per semester  

 

A Grant-In-Aid of 1/2 of the total tuition is given each student who enrolls.  These funds 

are to be sent to Hood Theological Seminary.  All funds provided for remuneration to faculty and 

staff must be sent to and cleared through Hood Theological Seminary"
12

.  The correspondence 

continued, but the extension seminary never materialized.  Today, many individuals are still 

struggling to, as is so often said "get an education,"  even with all the facilities around.  

Meanwhile, there is proof that it could work.  There is an extension seminary program working 

successfully for those in the Alabama area.      

Shaw was no different from the other two Bishops under consideration when it came to 

his interest in camp facilities.  He was very supportive of the efforts of the members of the New 

York Conference and thus it was that "members of the New York Conference have invested in a 

camp in the Catskill Mountains at Burlington, N.Y., which they named M. Ardelle Shaw 

Memorial Camp in honor of their missionary supervisor.  Its debt was liquidated from the 

Sesqui-Centennial Celebration of the New York Conference in 1971."
13

  It is yet sad to say thirty 
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nine (39) years have come and gone and this facility is not operational.  Priorities keep shifting 

and the buildings that were on the property are now in a state of total disrepair.  Most have been 

torn down and the much needed camp is a wasteland.  A committee has been meeting over the 

years, but having no working capital, and with the absence of leadership with enough interest 

things are at a standstill.  There is a recent surge of interest and Zionites seem ready to move this 

camp to the front burner.   

As Presiding Prelate of the Western New York Episcopal District, Bishop Shaw was 

responsible for direct supervision of the Harriet Tubman .Home.  He was already well acquainted 

with the property, its history, its possibilities, its heritage, since he had supervision and some 

responsibility for this when he served in the Home Missions Department.  He had the 

opportunity to influence the direction of activities there when he appointed the new chairman of 

the Foundation Board in 1965, Rev. Guthrie Carter who served for seven years.  

Bishop Shaw began his expansionist activities in his own annual conferences.  Indeed, 

the late  Reverend Dr. George W. McMurray, then pastor of the cradle of Zion Methodism, 

Mother A.M.E. Zion Church, New York, N.Y.  took the time to write and thank his then 

Presiding Prelate, Bishop Herbert Bell Shaw, for the work he was doing in this regard.  Said Dr. 

McMurray: 

June 1,   1971 

Dear Bishop Shaw: 

Allow me to thank   you for your great work in expanding the 
borders of the A. M. E.   Zion Church.  Your work in this area  and 
in the leadership of the church surpasses anything that I have seen 
during my ministerial span. 

The trip to London was another revelation to us and it is 
unfortunate at this time that we do not have a Connectional 
commitment for such a program. 
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However, I feel that God will enable you to continue and to 
surround you with friends who are equally concerned with carrying 
the Gospel and good news to people who are waiting to receive the 
Message. 

Enclosed ... and I pray that God will continue to bless you in   your 
efforts. 

                                                     Sincerely yours,  

Message. 
14

 

 

This was by no means the only person who wrote.  ..."We had a very wonderful 

experience in Jamaica.  If we can continue with your leadership in Jamaica, I am certain that we 

will have one of the largest and best conferences in Zion Methodism, "said Reverend Frank 

Jones.  

 Dr. Harrison Bonner on this topic: “Before Bishop Shaw became Presiding Prelate, 

Annual Conference would be held at small churches.  But when he came, he encouraged 

people’s participation and attendance and participation of choirs.  Soon Sunday sessions had to 

be held in schools.  This was only the beginning.  He was a very popular man with the people.  

To us who were ministers, we saw him as a pastor’s pastor.”
15

 

Bonner in an interview stated that Bishop Shaw did not lose sight of his financial skills.  

“He set the agenda in getting the endowment for Livingstone College (owned by the 

denomination) and started an endowment fund in the New York Conference specifically to give 

to local churches; however with a change in administration, the funds disappeared.”
16

 

Throughout his years of service, Bishop Shaw was assigned to the First, Sixth, Third and 

Second Episcopal Districts at one time or another.  Thus he was Presiding Prelate over the New 

                                                           
14

 Rev. Dr. George W. McMurray, Pastor, Mother A.M.E. Zion Church, New York, New York, to Bishop Herbert Bell 
Shaw, 520 Red Cross Street, Wilmington, NC dated June 1, 1971 
15

 Harrison D. Bonner. Interview. January 10, 2007, Waterbury, CT 
16

 Ibid. 



123 

 

York, Cape Fear, New England, Florida, West Alabama, South Carolina, Trinidad and Tobago, 

Jamaica, London-Birmingham, Bahamas among others.   

“While assigned to the South Florida Conference, he resurrected the Bahamas Island 

Conference in 1950 and steered its growth during 14 years…Nine churches were reported in 

1965, with a membership of 322.”
17

  He is also credited with reviving the work in Barbados.  

Hoggard noted that “Bishops Shaw and Spottswood planned to expand Zion in Barbados, where 

lots were purchased in Christ Church parish with the intention of erecting a Church building to 

the memory of Bishops John Bryan Small and Cameron Chesterfield Alleyne, both Barbadians 

by birth.”
18

   

Even as he nurtured these conferences and expanded their numbers within their borders, 

Shaw made new inroads in other countries.  “In the 1960 and early 1970s, much of the growth in 

overseas missions was sparked by the remarkable accomplishments of Bishop Herbert Bell 

Shaw…By 1972 the Jamaica Conference was one of the fastest growing conferences within the 

denomination.  There were 177 churches, 108 pastors and an active membership of 25,750 

people”
19

   Persistent in his drive as an expansionist, through contacts in Jamaica, Bishop Shaw 

structured the London-Birmingham Conference which was officially organized May 13, 1971.  

Not only was he establishing and expanding in one country, but in Harriet Tubman’s words, ‘he 

kept ‘agoing.'    His expansionist work does not end there, however, for he is also credited with 

bringing to fruition under the banner of the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church, the work 

known as the Trinidad and Tobago conference.  
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One could not put the drive and energy into the work as Bishop Shaw did, nurturing and 

being progressive and successful without catching the attention of his fellow Bishops and the 

leadership of other Churches.  As a result: 

He was Chairperson of the National Conference of Black Churchmen Board of 

Directors, and was Vice President, of the World Methodist Conference.  He was a 

member of the General Commission of the Army and Navy Chaplains; second 

Vice President of the National Council of Churches of Christ in the U.S.A.; 

member of the Presidium of the World Methodist council, 1971-76; the World 

Council of Churches; 4-H Club of America Board of Directors; Community Boys 

Club of America, Wilmington, North Carolina; Omega Psi Phi Fraternity; Chair 

of Curriculum Committee of Department of Education; Chair, Livingstone 

College Board of Trustees, Salisbury North Carolina; Clinton Junior college 

Board of Trustees, Rock Hill, South Carolina; Lomax Hannon College Board of 

Trustees, Greenville, Alabama, among others.  He was elected Grand Master of 

Prince Hall Masons of North Carolina in October, 1974.
20

 

 

Herbert Bell Shaw was never afraid to stand on the side of right.  He dared “the North 

Carolina Council of Churches to practice brotherhood in an address delivered at the closing 

session of the churchmen, held in York Auditorium Duke University.”
21

 Herbert Bell Shaw was 

an activist.  Herbert Bell Shaw was a freedom fighter.  In the words of one lowly minster whose 

eyes still look off in a distance with unspoken memories, he was a nurturer, an aggressive 

nurturer.  Roles all seen in his Episcopal address in Appendix Eleven. But it in the voice of the 

nurturer that one can still hear him say through the caverns of time:  Be strong!  It matters not 

how deep entrenched the wrong.  How hard the battle goes, the day, how long; Faint not, fight 

on!  Tomorrow comes the song! 

In the year of our Lord two thousand and eleven, the M. Ardelle Shaw Camp has 

deteriorated but thank God for the President of the current Board of Directors of the M. Ardelle 

Shaw Retreat Center which is preparing to undergo a $3 Million  developmental program.    
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To his credit he, "Bell Shaw" as he was lovingly called, and Bishop Spottswood are still spoken 

of, had a vision and inspired persons such that they were able to expand the work of the church 

both stateside and overseas. Thus toward this end of we need to develop a cadre of individuals a 

cadre of individuals whose mission is from the heart and who are linked to the vision of the 

leadership.  Who will but look in the fields, see the harvest yet to be cut, hear God's  call for the 

laborers, and answer first themselves, saying yes, and like Walls, Spottswood and Shaw, 

inspiring others to say yes too!  
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CONCLUSION 

 

 And so, unwittingly while the distance travelled has covered seemingly light years, one 

needs must return to the genesis to borrow the words of the creation story and again state that the 

journey has been an interesting one and has certainly made clearer the proverb 'it's the singer, not 

the song.'  It can never be overstated that had scholars delved in this area before, that had there 

existed a large body of written material adding to the knowledge available to the community of 

scholars would have been relatively much easier, far less time consuming, truly easier on the 

nerves,  mode of travel, hours of interview, research, and so forth.   

 This then is the first conclusion of this thesis.  This brings us back to the start of the 

thesis.  There is a deep denominational neglect about the story of our past -- the lack of 

knowledge of history, there is no age-old, full-fledged denominational archive, and many willing 

oral histories were never passed on.  As a result, one thing becomes pellucid and clear, there 

exists a paucity of data and most definitely a rejection of the tradition and information gathered 

and publicized by others. In short, the challenge of African Americans in the United States 

continues to be shaped by the racism of a system that dominated the past.  African American 

traditions find it harder to tell their stories.  Records were not kept.  The great men and women of 

the past are treasured as memories and shared (informally) as ‘oral’ stories, but the paper record 

– the documentation – is non-existent.  This cannot be stated enough: this thesis is a plea for 

African American congregations to make ‘archives’ a priority.  Keep the record of the present so 

those in the future who want to understand where we have come from can do so. 
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 The second conclusion is that this contribution to the literature is not intended to simply 

tell the story of the story of the past to satisfy curiosity, but to motivate and inspire readers 

especially sons and daughters of Varick, with the hope that they too will pick up the torch and 

ensure it burns brightly and as warmly as did John Wesley's heart in his heartwarming 

experience which has led to all of Methodism worldwide and the African Methodist Episcopal 

Zion Church on five continents in this world in 2011. 

 The third conclusion is the debt of gratitude that the world owes to John and Charles 

Wesley for the gift of Methodism.  Their leadership in this regard continues to multiply around 

the globe and the Methodist family should take some pride in the emergence of traditions such as 

the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church.  The African Methodist Episcopal Church 

(Philadelphia - Allen) and the African Methodist Episcopal Church (New York - Varick) which 

was later changed to African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church,  two major Black Methodist 

denominations, started just nine years apart, in different sections of the country.  We are sister 

denominations that owe much of our distinctiveness to the achievements of John and Charles 

Wesley. 

 As in all Methodist Churches, there are but two sacraments, baptism and the Lord's 

Supper.  Some changes have been made over the years to facilitate the operations of the church, 

but the basic tenets of the faith and articles of religion cannot be changed. For example, because 

of the continuous expansion of the work, the number of Bishops needed to oversee the work may 

increase, but one cannot dispense with bishops. We are inheritors of the Methodist tradition. 

The fourth conclusion is that African Americans need to write their own histories.  Along 

the way, my readings make it very clear that Raboteau, Du Bois, Cornel West, and other scholars 

have rejected histories others have written, especially persons from differing racial or ethnic 
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backgrounds and made the case for the story being told and written out of one’s perspective; so 

too with the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church.  In the words of the current senior 

Bishop of the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church, the Right Reverend George W.C. 

Walker, Sr.: 

Our history records our tradition.  History is our record of the past.  Heritage is 

what we presently understand about our history, which becomes our tradition.  

And we have a rich tradition.  Our heritage has not been void of struggles.  In fact, 

in a real sense, our struggles have given birth to our heritage.  From our burdens 

have come our beliefs, from discrimination against us have come our 

determinations, from our hurts have come our hopes, from our fears have come 

our faith, from our sorrows has come our songs, from our tragedies have come our 

triumphs; and from our oppressions have come our organization.  It was important 

for other folk to deny our history in order to make us misunderstand our heritage 

and thereby eliminate our ability to produce the hopes and dreams so necessary 

for future generations to appreciate their tradition.  They were almost successful.
1
 

 

It is evident from the work of scholars referred to that analysis and language systems are key, 

and while one will write so the body of existing knowledge may be increased, one also needs to 

couch it in language that documents the work of God, the liberating God, who as He did then, 

continues to stand ready to bring liberation to the oppressed.  Our history is a history that is 

grounded in the action of God that liberates us from oppression.   

The fifth conclusion is perhaps the heart of the thesis.  We need to think about our past so 

we can think about our present and future leadership.  Those who make themselves available to 

him for leadership, must be willing like those whom we have studied, must study and work hard, 

to be empowered for the task.  This thesis has concentrated on three case studies.   

 Bishop Stephen Gill Spottswood, early in his ministry, indeed, the very year he became a 

minister, knew his call was to bring liberation to the oppressed in more than a spiritual manner. 

                                                           
1
 Bishop George W.C. Walker, Sr.  “Revisiting the Traditions of our Fathers: Old Solutions to New Structures”.  The 

A.M.E. Zion Quarterly Review. James David Armstrong,( Editor-Manager) (Charlotte, North Carolina: 2005), pp. 4-5 
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He became a member of the National Association of the Advancement of Colored People 

(NAACP), the organization to which he not only held membership, but rose to the position of 

president to the Washington, D.C. branch, became a member of the National Board of Directors 

and was elected Chairman of the Board, all the while leading and serving as a minister and 

Bishop in the church.  Truly, ..." “The Spirit of the Lord is on me,  because He has anointed me 

to proclaim good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners  and 

recovery of sight for the blind, to set the oppressed free". 

 Walls and, perhaps more so, Spottswood and even so Bell Shaw as he is still often 

referred to in the mission areas,  had a vision and inspired persons such that they were able to 

expand the work.  This was both in the United States mainland and on the mission field overseas. 

He motivated an entourage to accompany him and to do follow up work on the mission field. 

The work blossomed under their leadership.  This thesis is a plea that someone needs to be 

inspired.  It therefore seems that as the night follows the day, the question that must follow the 

completion of this thesis is: where do we go from here?  Without doubt expansion and further 

research is needed.  It will help put to rest some of the questions yet unanswered about the early 

years of Zion Methodism.   

 The sixth conclusion is that when we handle the stories of an oppressed people, we need 

to cultivate a postmodern sensitivity.  Too often history is detached and neutral.  For African 

Americans, too much is at stake for us to be detached and neutral.  The liberation underpinnings 

and rejection of the history as told by those with different eyes, lead us to its postmodern 

sensitivity. 

   Mary Ann Tolbert places this in context when she says:  
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…part of the postmodern trajectory might be helpfully characterized for biblical 

scholars as an affirmation of radical historicity, which extends the historical 

consciousness of the Enlightenment to its logical  end for those living in the 

present.  If history makes us conscious that people and groups in past ages were 

fully situated within the cultural assumptions and conditions of their own age and 

were influenced into their thoughts and actions by their own distinctive social 

circumstances and power relations, then those same realities must of necessity 

condition people in contemporary societies.
2
 

 

Tolbert takes us beyond this when she points out that “after all, the ultimate goal of all 

liberation movements is to change the world, and any notion, no matter how theoretical 

praiseworthy, that does not promote that end is useless.”
3
 In the opening chapter, the approach to 

history was described as almost pre-modern; in the conclusion, the label is postmodern.  The 

point is that history has the power to change the present.  For many African American 

congregations, investing resources in keeping a record of the past is a waste of resources.  Such 

an attitude arises because history is too often viewed as just description.  History is not just 

description.  It is a powerful tool that can change, inspire, and transform the present. 

 Now it might be objected that this thesis has oversimplified the past.  What about the 

disagreements about how the past should be interpreted?  It is true that even within the relatively 

small number of publications, there are differences of opinions.  Addressing this issue, Broadnax 

noted “These accounts are distinctly different and pose contrasting views of the organization of 

Zion Church.  I have noticed this difference of historical accounts over the past ten years as I 

have studied the history of Zion.”
4
 However, one can overstate the extent of the differences.  

Even Broadnax supports the fact that “it is clear that Zion’s founders were influenced by the 

                                                           
2
 Mary Ann Tolbert. “Afterward: The Politics and Poetics of Location” “Reading from this Place Volume 1: Social 

Location and Biblical Interpretation in the United States. Fernando F. Segovia and Mary Ann Tolbert (Editors)  
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1995), p. 307 
3
 Ibid., p. 312 

4
 Reginald David Broadnax. “The Organization of the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church and its contribution 

to both Methodist Polity and Methodist Episcopacy”. The A.M.E. Zion Quarterly Review. James David Armstrong, ( 
Editor-Manager) (Charlotte, North Carolina, 2006), p. 12. 
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revolutionary and democratic sentiments of the time, and sought to establish an episcopacy based 

upon equality and the limitation of power.”
5
  There is a shared narrative among those who are 

studying the history of our Church that recognizes the enormous social and political implications 

of the emergence of the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church.  As others join the 

conversation, the insights that can emerge from our understanding of the past will become richer 

and more powerful.   

Finally, standing on the shoulders of those gone before, I started out with the  charge 

biblically, theologically and historically, to bring hope alive to Zion Methodists and others as 

they "keep 'agoing" for a better day, by trying  to emulate Bishops Walls, Spottswood and Shaw.  

It seems clear to me however, that much work yet remains to be done since our oral history and 

six official history books are insufficient sources.  As others have intimated, written sources are 

fine, but in a day of instant gratification, it means, that this thesis cannot be the end of this work. 

This thesis is a beginning.  Other ways need to be found to tell the story of these 

remarkable men who shaped our tradition.  And others need to be inspired by the story of our 

past to serve effectively in the present. 

                                                           
5
 Ibid., p.21 
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APPENDIX ONE 

 

COPY 

December 31, 1959 

 

Dear Brother: 

 

 You have not written me on how you have started off. You have one of the 

best appointments near the college for a student to get, but 1 am afraid you do net 

appreciate it. 

 

 I know that you are spending a lot of energy trying to borrow money from 

credit unions around Salisbury and Hickory. I would suggest that, as you have a 

furnished parsonage and a stated salary, that you ad- just yourself to your income 

and use some patience by waiting: until you have grown in your own situation; and 

if you owe debts, it is better to owe them where they are than to make new debts. 

 

 I must ask that you cease to give my name as reference for borrowing money 

because I will have to deny it, and if you find that the church does not pay enough 

for your living obligations and going to school, I suggest that you give it up rather 

than to heap up debts and have you and the church embarrassed in the long run. 

You can get pretty nice Jobs up this way if you are not willing to wait on your 

growth in the church. 

 

Somehow you make me have deep concern and create doubts about the type of 

servant of God you are going to make as a preacher when you show such 

restlessness and such looseness in your financial ambition. 

 

 To me, you are in a big hurry and want to live too fast. If your wife is 

prodding: you, tell her to give you time and you will make a much better husband 

in the future if she does not crush you with demands in the present. 

 

 I wish you growing success, and I shall expect to see you when I come 

down. 

                                        Very truly yours 

 

                                                  W.J . WALLS  

WJW:eg 
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APPENDIX TWO 

Report 

to the 

Harriet Tubman Home  Board of Directors 

Hyatt Regency Hotel 

Old Greenwich, CT 

October 7, 2009  

 

PROGRESS REPORT 

Harriet Tubman Bronze Memorial Plaque Project 

December 2007 the HTH Board voted to commission sculptures of Harriet Tubman. Last year at the 2008 

General Conference, the HTH announced the Limited Edition Harriet Tubman Bronze Memorial Plaque 

Project chaired by HTH board member and Missionary Supervisor, Mrs. Iris M. Battle.  Mrs. Battle and 

the HTH Board are gratified by the response to this project.  Many different parts of Zion responded 

favorably to this effort including the Board of Bishops.  Bishop and Mrs. Battle and the HTH Board lift up 

the example of the YPC of the Western New York Conference who purchased a Harriet Tubman Bronze 

Memorial Plaque as a gift to President and Mrs. Obama and Malia and Sasha.  There are a few remaining 

of this limited edition Tubman Plaque available for purchase for $500.00. We respectfully request that 

all unfulfilled pledges for the plaque be completed at this time.  Remember the sculpture initiative is a 

two part project.  HTH must complete the sales of the plaque in order to move forward with the 

sculpting of the life size statue of Harriet Tubman to be installed at the home site.  

Tubman Home Site Activities 

The HTH continues to conduct historical cultural tours for a diverse audience of visitors.  Visitation 

remains stable and constant in spite of continued high fuel costs and the state of the economy overall.  

The HTH remains affordable with adult admission, $5.00 and children and seniors, $3.00.  The HTH is on 

target to receive approximately 5000-6000 visitors by yearend.   

The HTH has been working with the New York State office of Parks, Recreation and Historic Preservation 

in several areas including developing new ways to enhance the visitor experience through interpretation 

of the site and its exhibits.  This work has evolved over a two year period and the draft tour script in 

under review (see attached).  This is an important element for Tubman as the tour provides the 

narrative voice to support the unique features of the home site and must be consistently delivered to a 
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diverse public.  In addition to the script and its notes, testing and training of existing staff is a part of 

what will be required in order to qualitatively improve tour operations.  With current fiscal crisis in New 

York, the Harriet Tubman Home remains one of three sites receiving consultant resources from the 

state.    

The preservation construction of the Tubman Barn is near complete.  The work on the Tubman 

residence is scheduled to commence in the coming weeks to be followed by the completion of the 

basement and second floor of the Home for the Aged established by Harriet Tubman, as per the 

specifications previously shared.  A schedule of expenditures is attached.   

The unforeseen delays due to archaeological and environmental factors required the Crawford and 

Stearns, the federally approved preservation planners to revise the construction timeline.  Significant 

archaeological artifacts were discovered including a cistern.  Environmentally the HTH has been 

contaminated by the presence of two underground fuel tanks embedded by the Norris Family, a 

onetime owner of the Tubman residence.  The HTH is responsible for cleaning the site and will 

determine if it has any legal recourse in this matter.  NYS Department of Environmental Conservation is 

working cooperatively with the HTH.  Pursuant to a meeting of the HTH Executive Committee, the HTH 

entered into a Stipulation with the NYSDEC to clean the contamination.  The environmental technologies 

firm of Eisenbach and Ruhnke has been retained to manage the plans to clean the contamination caused 

by the fuel spill.  Stipulation and Eisenbach and Ruhnke Agreement are attached. 

Harriet Tubman Special Resource Study and Legislation – S.227 and HR1078 

The advocacy of the HTH under Bishop Battle’s leadership has been tremendous and effective.  The HTH 

challenged the Department of the Interior’s National Park Service (NPS) to give full recognition to the 

AME Zion, privately owned Auburn site. As all are aware, the NPS was commissioned in 2000 to provide 

the United States Congress with the Harriet Tubman Special Resource Study (SRS) to determine: 

If Harriet Tubman’s accomplishment were sufficiently significant to warrant national 

recognition; and 

If yes to the above referenced, then what would be the most appropriate manner to 

honor and preserve Tubman’s historical contributions 

Encountering initially a hostile, hyper-critical and biased environment with the NPS, the HTH soldiered 

on to overcome the obvious NPS support for the Maryland sites to the diminishment of Tubman in 

Auburn, New York.  Indeed the SRS was delayed four years in its release while the NPS spent time, 

energy and resources to make the case for the Maryland sites.  This delay has served to the detriment of 

the already up and running Auburn site to receive federal resources to assist with the maintenance and 

upkeep of the site.  Moreover the SRS was clearly biased in giving Maryland more prominence in the 

report.  The rationale; the SRS will also serve as the basis for Maryland to receive a Statement of 

Significance (SOS) which is a prerequisite for any consideration of a further relationship between 

Maryland and the NPS.  The HTH received its SOS in 1987. 
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The HTH did ultimately prevail on all important issues in the SRS.  The SRS does recommend that the 

HTH become a national historical park thus enabling it to be eligible for the maximum in funding 

allocations from the NPS.  Most importantly the SRS and all proposed legislation makes clear the 

continued exclusive private ownership of the HTH by the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church as a 

fundamental component of the Auburn, New York Tubman site.  The HTH has been persistent yet 

collegial in negotiating with the NPS as evidenced by the HTH hosting, on short notice, the second public 

meeting on the SRS.  .    

The 110th U.S. Congress closed prior to taking up the Tubman legislation.  It is viewed as a priority by the 

bill's sponsors therefore it was introduced early in the 111th U.S. Congress by Senator Benjamin Cardin 

with the full support of the bills co-sponsors.  The current legislation is indexed as S.227 in the Senate 

and HR. 1078 in the House of Representatives.  The sponsor of the House bill is Rep. Michael Arcuri of 

the 24th Congressional District which includes Auburn, New York.  HR.1078 has fifty two co-sponsors and 

is co-incident in large measure with the Senate bill.  The Senate bill was introduced with unanimous 

consent.  S.227 is attached. 

Congressional Hearings on Tubman Legislation 

The Harriet Tubman Home was invited to testify on behalf of HR 1078 to establish the Harriet 

Tubman National Historical Park in Auburn, New York and the Harriet Tubman 

Underground Railroad National Historical Park in Caroline, Dorchester and Talbot Counties 

in Maryland before the House Sub-Committee on National Parks, Forests and Public Lands on 

March 24, 2009.  The written and oral testimonies were well received by Rep. Grijalva, 

Chairman. There were three important points raised in the testimony.  They were as follows:  

The Name of the Auburn, New York Tubman Park -The Harriet Tubman Home and the AME 

Zion Church request that the name of the Auburn, New York site is changed to the “Harriet 

Tubman Home National Historical Park” The Harriet Tubman Home in Auburn, New York is 

the place where Ms. Tubman spent more than five decades of her life.  It is the only place in the 

world with the extant resources which documents Tubman’s life and contributions to her 

community and America;  

Inclusion of Tubman Barn as a Contributing Property - The Harriet Tubman Home and its 

consultant preservation architects and planners consider the Tubman Barn a contributing 

building on the property in addition to the buildings and sites referenced as “nationally 

significant resources” in H.R. 1078.  The Barn was constructed under Harriet Tubman’s 

ownership c. 1896.  The barn is currently undergoing restoration; and most importantly 
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Rationale for Modifying Matching Funds Requirement -The Harriet Tubman Home and the 

AME Zion Church have been responsible and sacrificial stewards of the Tubman property for 

more than 105 years, keeping the assembled parcel intact because of a collective and unshakable 

belief that America would one day honor Harriet Tubman’s service to her country in the 

Freedom Movement which includes her military service and her humanitarian ethos.  The ability 

to keep the assembled parcel intact for over 105 has not been without severe financial and human 

resource struggle.  It would not have been possible without the contributions of former slaves 

and their descendents.  This commitment to not let Harriet Tubman’s legacy die has led the 

Auburn, New York Tubman home site to be open year round, providing historic cultural tours to 

approximately eight thousand visitors annually, the majority of whom, are students. 

The full written testimony of the March 24, 2009 hearing is attached.  On Wednesday, July 15, 

the United States Senate Subcommittee on held hearings on the S.227, The testimony submitted 

by the Harriet Tubman Home in the House of Representatives was used for establishing the 

record for the Auburn, New York site since there were no objections or concerns regarding the 

previously submitted written testimony.  At the outset of the hearing Senator Udall, Chairman 

boldly proclaimed that there is complete support in the Committee on Energy and Natural 

Resources Subcommittee on National Parks to establish the Harriet Tubman National Historical 

Park in Auburn, New York and the Harriet Tubman Underground Railroad National Historical 

Park in Caroline, Dorchester and Talbot Counties in Maryland. 

Funding Arc and Advocacy to Support Tubman Park 

Initially, the NPS did not support a steady stream of funding to the Harriet Tubman Home 

because of the insistence that the property remained exclusively owned by the AME Zion 

Church.  Through the persistence of the HTH, the NPS changed its position and a preservation 

easement is being negotiated.  The preservation easement originally was to be “granted” to the 

NPS.  The HTH through its effective advocacy on behalf of the AME Zion Church and the 

Harriet Tubman Home will be compensated for the preservation easement.  This will be in 

addition to the funding cited on the current proposed legislation. 

The legislation introduced in June 2008 proposed 7.5 million for the HTH.  The 7.5 million 

represented a considerable amount of interface with the NPS to reach this level (the NPS 

originally considered significantly lower funding for the HTH and no recognition as a national 

historical park).  Under the leadership of Bishop Battle, letters were drafted to Sen. Clinton and 

Sen. Schumer to discuss parity in the legislation for the Auburn site and related deficiencies 

identified in the legislation. 

In addition to the legislative issues to be conquered the HTH has to continue to interface with the 

NPS regarding the SRS and its required processes which included two public meetings in 

Auburn, New York to assess public opinion and the presentation of the draft results and 
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recommendations of the study.  Diverse public sentiment overwhelmingly supported the 

establishment of the Harriet Tubman National Historical Park in Auburn along with support that 

the Auburn site receives adequate resources. 

 

The draft SRS was released November 19, 2008 for a 30 day public comment.  Bishop Battle 

marshaled a comprehensive and credible response to the yearend release of the much overdue 

significant report that the country would use to determine both the form and substance for how 

America would honor the life of Harriet Tubman.   The HTH was effective in having the NPS 

accept petitions from the HTH and the AME Zion Church as opposed to having to mount a 

campaign for the transmittal of individual comment letters.  Ergo, the HTH critiqued the draft 

SRS and crafted petitions to respond to the most critical areas of concern.  The primary areas of 

concern were as follows: 

 Recognition that the HTH has the only extant resources in the world where 

Tubman’s life can be documented; 

 Sufficient financial resources to support the park and financial resources to 

support the exploration of Tubman’s contemporary relevance; 

 Financial support for a Conference/Interpretive Center; 

 Immediate financial support for daily operations at the HTH; 

 Compensation for the proposed Preservation Easement; 

 The HTH  will have a Park Superintendent exclusively assigned to the Auburn 

site; 

 Reduction in the matching funds requirement for the HTH in recognition of the 

100 plus years of responsible stewardship by the AME Zion Church; and 

 In citing the core values of Tubman, the report fails to cite Tubman’s core belief 

of the presence of God in her life along with her long time membership in the 

Thompson Memorial AME Zion Church and the acknowledgement that the local 

church was a part of the connectional AME Zion Church, known historically as 

the “Freedom Church”. 

The technical content and import of Bishop Battle’s letter is discussed below.  Bishop Battle 

wrote a strong letter of support on behalf of the Auburn, New York site and the sacrifices of the 

AME Zion church in maintaining the HTH.  Bishop Battle most importantly recommended that 

the NPS issue a FONSI (Finding of No Significant Impact) as required by the Environmental 

Protection Agency, thus allowing the HTH to become a national historical park.  The NPS was 

so overwhelmed by the volume of responses regarding the HTH coming from the AME Zion 

Church and friends of the HTH that they had to come into their offices on the weekend in order 

to properly quantify the responses to the draft SRS study. Bishop Battle’s letter and sample 

petitions are attached. 
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The results of the above referenced actions has resulted in the legislation introduced in the 111
th

 

Congress which increases the funding allocation for the HTH from 7.5 million to 11 million, in 

addition the HTH will have a cooperative agreement of $200,000 annually with Livingstone 

College to advance scholarly work on the life of Harriet Tubman.  And as previously cited there 

will be consideration for Preservation Easement, estimated to bring as much as an additional 3 

million to the AME Zion Church and the HTH. 

President Barack Obama will be signing the Tubman legislation.  All sponsors are working very 

hard to have this legislation make its way through the Senate and the House of Representatives in 

this session of Congress.  Clearing the Senate subcommittee was a huge step forward for the 

HTH.  The Senate and House will now move to conference on the nearly identical bills and vote 

out the proposed legislation to establish the Harriet Tubman National Historical Park in Auburn, 

New York and Maryland.  We are working with our Maryland counterparts to support a bill 

signing event preferably in Washington, DC since both the Eastern Shore of Maryland and 

Auburn, New York may be considered too remote.   All are encouraged to write their United 

States Senators and members of the subcommittee in support of the bill and the three concerns of 

the HTH. 

The additional resources to HTH may be used to accelerate the campaign and construction of a 

conference facility and interpretive center on the property across the road from the HTH. 

Maryland Visit 

Building on the early leadership of Bishop Walker in sojourning from Maryland to Auburn, New 

York, a delegation of HTH board members selected by Bishop Battle visited the Maryland sites 

over the course of two days to examine Tubman’s environment in her early years (although no 

sites could be documented) and determine meaningful ways in with the sites could work 

cooperatively as an element of conducting the due diligence as the HTH moves toward national 

historical park status.  The Maryland effort is expected to be open to the public in 2013, whereas 

Auburn is up and running have calendared 106 years of stewardship of Tubman’s home site for 

more than five decades of her life 
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APPENDIX THREE 

ONE OF OUR SIGNIFICANT LETTERS FROM DR. KING. 

Southern Christian Leadership Conference 
334 Auburn Ave., N.E. 
Atlanta, Georgia 20302 

Telephone 522-1420 
 
 

Martin Luther King ,  Jr., President                             Ralph  Abernathy, Treasurer                            Andrew   J. Young, Executive Director  

 January 30, 1967  Bishop W. J.  Walls 

First Episcopal District  
4736 South Parkway 
 Chicago,  Illinois 60615 

Dear Bishop Walls: 

I wanted personally to thank you for your generous contribution to the Southern Christian 
Leadership Conference. 

I often wish our loyal contributors could know more directly how important their support is 
to us,  how decisive it has been in changing appalling conditions in the nation.   Only ten years 
ago Negroes in the South lived with bruising humiliation and hopelessness.    Everything 
meaningful in education,   employment,  culture, self-government and recreation was barred 
to him by the cruelest custom and institutionalized mechanisms.    The vast changes our 
struggles created with your support have opened a new life for millions. 

A complete solution has not yet been achieved but an inspiring beginning has been made and 
the road ahead is clearly defined.    We know that there will be many setbacks before us,  but 
our shackled past is behind us.    The knowledge that we can count on warm friends is a 
continuing source of strength and confidence. 

I know that you cannot enjoy the experience of change as we who see it firsthand every day, 
but I trust that these few words can convey our gratitude and appreciation. 

With warmest personal regards,  I am, Sincerely yours. 

Martin Luther King,  Jr. 

Kr 
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APPENDIX SIX 

 

Keynote Address at the 52nd Annual Convention of the National Association for the Advancement of 

Colored People, by the Chairman of the National Board of Directors, the Rt. Rev. Stephen Gill 

Spotswood, Philadelphia, Pa., Monday,  July 10, 1961, 8:30 P.M. At Tindley Temple ME Church, Broad 

and Fitzwater Streets. 

 

FREEDOM - THE NEW FRONTIER 

Mr. Chairman, President Spingarn, Mr. Wilkins, fellow-directors, distinguished platform 

guests, members of the 52nd Annual Convention of the National Association for the 

Advancement of Colored People, ladies and gentlemen. 

Keenly conscious of the great honor which is mine tonight, to address you as chairman of your 

National Board of Directors, and equally aware of the great responsibility which is mine in being 

assigned the task of sounding a keynote for this convention, I trust that I may leave you at least 

one thought which will be of constructive inspiration. 

All Americans, regardless of party affiliation, were challenged by the suggestion of President 

Kennedy, in his acceptance speech in Los Angeles last July, that we would advance upon new 

frontiers.  Having overcome the geographical frontiers of much of this continent, it was logical to 

suggest that the civic, economic, educational, health and social problems of the mid-twentieth 

century constituted new frontiers for courageous and resourceful Americans to overcome. 
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Tonight I wish to submit that among the frontiers yet remaining Is one that continues to 

challenge all America and the rest of the world.  Freedom Is the old and the ever-new frontier 1 

We cannot advance to the idealistic possibilities and the realistic necessities of the democracy 

conceived in the Constitution and Bill of Rights until we have climbed the mountains, bridged the 

rivers and carved roads through the wilderness of our American life to reach the goal of full 

freedom for all our citizens. 

Fifty-two years ago the founders of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored 

People chose to pioneer through the maelstrom of our discriminatory democracy and segregated 

Americanism and make all our people economically free from serfdom, educationally free from 

segregation and socially free from discrimination. 

Twenty-one years ago we met in convention here in Philadelphia. That convention had 400 

delegates from 33 states. This 1961 convention has 1,200 delegates as of this afternoon, from 44 

states. 

In that year - 1940 - the NAACP had 50,556 members in 352 adult Branches.  For 1960 the 

total was 388,000 members in 1,425 Branches, Youth Councils and College Chapters. 

Aside from our own NAACP growth, one dramatic development illustrates the changes that 

have been wrought in the onslaught against racial proscription.   When we met in 1940, the United 

States Air Corps (as It was known then) was completely lily-white.  In fact, responsible officials 

in the military establishment were debating soberly whether the Negro was capable of flying an 

airplane I   On June 15 last year, an Air Force jet, the tanker version of the Boeing 707, was 
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flown 7,175 miles non-stop from Japan to North Carolina In 121/2 hours with a Negro captain 

from Albany, Georgia, at the controls. 

Tonight we do not rely on this one incident as a measure of progress, satisfying though It Is.   

Nor do we of the NAACP content ourselves with the history (though glorious) of the struggles of 

years far in the past. Sure-footed and solidly-based progress is achieved not through occasional 

spectacular forays, but through unrelenting and unceasing pressure on all fronts across the years, in 

every year. 

Thus we Shall not only the events of 1940, but those of the twelve months since our last 

convention in St. Paul. Our Youth Council in Durham, N. C, opening up new employment In 29 

stores of that city. Our Minnesota State Branches successfully sponsoring the enactment of a fair 

housing law.   Our student Chapters at Tugaloo College and Jackson State College In Mississippi 

being jailed for challenging a Lily-white "public" library and segregated city buses. 

Our Tampa, Fla., Branch adding 4,000 names to the voter list.  Our Reno-Sparks, Nev., 

Branch securing the elimination of discrimination in public places.  Our Oklahoma City, Okla., 

Youth Council winning only last week a four-year sit-in campaign against the city's largest 

department store.  The splendid Lockheed Aircraft Corporation case In which our documented 

complaints and demands brought about an agreement between the corporation and the President's 

Committee on Equal Job Opportunity, which will result In opening up thousands of jobs In plants 

over the nation which hold government contracts. The 18-month trade-withholding campaign of 

our Savannah, Ga., Branch. 
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 The continuing work of our Los Angeles Branch on the problem of employment and roles 

in the films and in television. The sit-in and other demonstrations against segregation by our young 

people in Kentucky, Tennessee, South Carolina and Arkansas.  The work of our branches in Texas, 

Georgia, Pennsylvania, North Carolina and New York In the area of school desegregation.  And 

just a week ago - the victorious climax to the long campaign of our Illinois Branches for a state 

FEP law. 

THE FIGHT IS ON 

 Despite these successes and those monumental ones of other years, we know that the fight  

is still on! Freedom constitutes a new frontier because it is only partially won.   Perhaps its 

loftiness is the reason why it presents difficulties of frontier  proportions. The American pioneer 

was forced to proceed at ox-cart pace.  He literally had to carve a road out of the wilderness. 

 He had to find passage through mountain ranges.  He had to stop to build bridges when he 

reached the rivers. Sometimes he hewed logs and built boats to use the streams as a pathway in 

order to proceed on his journey to physical freedom and economic security. 

 Today we live in a jet age. We are not content with the slow pace of the ox-cart, the  

faster gait of the horse and buggy, the accelerated speed of the automobile, or even the limited 

flight of the DC-3.  Today's six hundred-miles-per-hour travel merely presages tomorrow's 

missile-propel led, atomic-powered propulsion-car of the twenty-first Christian century, bridging 

Washington and Accra in half an hour.  Therefore, we must find ways to accelerate the pace of 

on-coming democracy. 

 Our program, no longer confined to battles for separate-but-equal accommodations and 
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facilities, advanced above any doubt as to the constitutional validity of our premise, is now above 

the clouds and must proceed with supersonic speed, to save our society from plunging into 

communistic socialism and to link the world's continents in an endless chain of true democracy 

for all citizens of the one-world of the future. 

 Freedom's supersonic aircraft is delayed for her long-awaited takeoff by various forces 

which are cited in St. Paul's Ephesians (Eph. 6: 12) exhortations:   "For we wrestle not against 

flesh and blood, but against principalities, against powers, against that rulers of the darkness of 

this world, against spiritual wickedness in high places." 

 The White Citizens Councils, the Ku Klux Klan, the Southern Gentlemen, Inc., some 

Southern Governors, and, lately, the John Birch Society, to name a few, illustrate one type of 

traffic delaying our flight to freedom. 

 The brutal mob action of the Ku Klux Klan in Alabama against the Freedom Riders this 

spring shocked the entire nation, including some daily newspapers in Alabama.    Governor John 

Patterson of Alabama, the state where a bus was burned and where black and white men and 

women were set upon and beaten by race-hating hoodlums while police turned their backs, tried 

to speak of states' rights to his fellow Governors at a conference in Hawaii.  He talked, but he 

reached nobody because the mob had spoken to them so loudly long before\ 

 The "warnings" of Governor Patterson and his kind of states' righter's will fall on deaf ears 

as long as they encourage and condone barbaric mob assaults on the low level of race.   No 

Governor of a non-Southern state, however he may view Federal action in certain areas, will 

knowingly align himself with the monstrous states' wrongs perpetrated against the Freedom Riders 
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by Alabama in the name of the states' rights.  The virulence of the Alabama disease is attested to 

by the extraordinary fact that even Mississippi refused to follow the bloody example of 

Montgomery and Birmingham. 

  In a way, the newly-revealed John Birch Society is more of a threat than iron-pipe 

mobsters in Alabama, for the Birch Society wears the robes of respectability and does not 

conduct its campaigns in gutters and alleys.  But do not be deceived. Its No. 1 objective is the 

impeachment of Chief Justice Earl Warren of the United States Supreme Court for handing down 

the school segregation ruling. 

 The Birch Society is also against Federal civil rights action and for leaving such matters to 

the states.   Finally, the Birch Society believes in restricting voting rights to those who, in its 

judgment, are "qualified."   Most of us do not need a crystal ball to tell us how many Negro 

Americans the Birch Society would find to be "qualified." 

 As far as Negro voting rights are concerned, the John Birch Society is much more than a 

kissing cousin of the State of Mississippi, where only 3.89 percent of the Negro citizens of 

voting age are permitted to register, with an even smaller percentage permitted to vote. 

The Birch Society can claim Mississippi kinship, also, on the Supreme Court and segregation 

issue for Mississippi's Senator James O. Eastland told a Senatobia, Miss., crowd in 1955 that It 

was "obligated to defy" the ruling of the Court. 

In addition to this, there is the hard-core resistance as evidenced in more than 250 laws and 

ordinances passed by panic-stricken Southern State legislatures and distraught city councils to 
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avert the fulfillment of the Supreme Court's order to desegregate the public school system "with 

all deliberate speed!" 

To say that such laws and ordinances are unconstitutional is putting it mildly. They are little 

short of subversive. These anti-freedom legislators have forgotten that it is still written in the 

Constitution that "no state shall make or enforce any law which shall abridge the privileges or 

immunities of the citizens of the United States...." 

Since the student sit-in demonstrations spread across the country, more than 150 trespass and 

disorderly conduct laws have been hastily passed by perplexed state and city legislators to permit 

the arrest of non-violent, hymn-singing, Bible-reading demonstrators and picketers, who have 

dramatized the withholding of basic equal rights from all Americans. These laws, passed in the 

fever-heat of anger and of adhesion to a social concept stemming from the dark ages have been 

proved unconstitutional and they are also ungodly! 

I do not have to remind this delegation from the Branches of our great organization that these 

recent repressive acts against student sit-ins and Freedom Riders are not the first of their kind.   We 

of the NAACP know what repression means.  Louisiana, Texas, Florida, Georgia, Arkansas, 

Mississippi, Virginia, South Carolina and Alabama have taken various steps against either our 

organization or our members. 

They have enacted special laws. They have set up legislative investigating committees.   They 

have used the Communist smear. They have tried in every way to get our membership list.  Father 

Theodore Gibson, the courageous president of our Miami, Fla., Branch, faces a $1,200 fine and 
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six months in jail because he has refused to reveal the names of NAACP members to a 

legislative committee. 

As a result of the actions of the states and of the inflammatory public statements of some state 

officials and legislators, too many of our people have lost their jobs and their credit.  Some of their 

homes have been bombed and shot into. NAACP state and local leaders and their families have 

been threatened. Violence has been used. 

 Despite all this, we have beaten them off. Wherever we have had a chance to fight even on 

the ground they themselves have chosen, we have defeated them. The Louisiana and Arkansas 

laws have been struck down. The Virginia laws are still in court. The Florida thing is still on 

appeal. Only Alabama remains as it was on June 1, 1956, and that is because the Alabama courts 

thus far have refused to place our case on the docket for a hearing, after the state was reversed by 

the U. S. Supreme Court. 

 Not only have our lawyers won in the courts, but our people in the communities have 

won in spiritual battles. 

 The NAACP is operating in Mississippi and in every Southern state, except Alabama.   

Our local units are active In those states.   We have there a moving, not a holding organization.  I 

could call the roll tonight from El Paso, Texas, to Alexandria, Virginia, and throughout that 

sweep across our Southland, NAACP voices, confident and unafraid, would answer with the deeds 

they have done under the strafing of the enemy.  The best proof of this courageous pushing power - 

not mere survival power - is to be found in the fact that for last year, that is, for 1960, the 

NAACP had a gain of 46,412 in membership. 
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 So, everything they have been able to throw against the recent demonstrations and the 

steady and victorious hammering of the NAACP has not stopped the drive toward freedom. 

 Tonight, your Board Chairman calls for a phalanx of freedom fighters that will win the 

war, not just battles.  We have shed too many tears of both despair and joy, we have sacrificed too 

much blood of too many pioneers and martyrs to be carried away in this late day by the euphony 

of a new slogan, or by the symphonic repetition of old and enduring truisms. The founders of the 

two pure Negro Methodisms in America rose from their knees in segregated church balconies in 

1789 and 1796, respectively and declared that segregation must go. 

We are too old in the ways of the long struggle that has engaged our fathers and 

forefathers not to realize that wars are won by using every available military resource and not 

by the employment of raiding parties alone. 

The dramatic exposure of segregation practices and of law enforcement procedures Is useful in 

awakening a complacent public opinion among white and colored Americans, but to suggest that 

Its function in the Great War goes much beyond this is to confuse a signal flare with a barrage. 

In calling for a phalanx of fighters, we Invite all to join in the drive to a victory.   That 

has been made sure by the varied and brilliant tactics and the steady pounding of our 

NAACP. 

It was the NAACP legal victory that planted the immovable stone on the grave of bus 

segregation in Montgomery, Alabama. Although the sit-in technique had been used against single 

stores, it was NAACP young people who pioneered its use in 1958 against whole communities in 

Kansas, Oklahoma and Missouri. 
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We have banished the Jim Crow railroad car and the Jim Crow bus and air terminals are on 

their way out.  A Negro woman of Brooklyn, N.Y., who was dragged from her Pullman berth in 

Florida in 1927 and for whom NAACP attorneys won a law suit and damages was one of those 

who went crying into the wilderness ahead of today's Freedom Riders. 

We have led the American people through the deserts represented by the Elaine, Arl., riot and 

persecution, by the famous Sweet case in Detroit, and by the long blood bath of lynching. Where 

there were no roads through these wastelands of proscription and hatred, we built them. Where 

there were no precedents, we set them. Where there had been no hope, we fashioned it. Where 

there was either no law or a perversion thereof, we built new law. Where there were no 

guideposts,  we planted them for those who were to follow. Where public opinion was indifferent 

or hostile, we drove home truth and aroused concern. 

We have led the people across the mountains in a trek that outlawed the White Primary, 

struck down the restrictive real estate covenants and brought forth the epoch-making Supreme 

Court school decisions of 1938 through 1954. 

And, by God's help, we will lead all Americans into the green-pastures of equal rights 

under the Constitution and to the still waters of the democracy encroached in the American 

dream. 

Tonight we call upon the traffic tower - the White House - to clear the runways for the final 

take-off to freedom.   We appreciate the brave words of the Kennedys, the President and the 

Attorney General, regarding civil rights.  Our President has made it unmistakably clear that this 

area is a matter of personal as well as political concern to him.  The Attorney General has moved 
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vigorously to enforce constitutional rights, particularly in voting and public accommodations.   In a 

score of ways he has emphasized the President's attitude. 

Officially, he has issued instructions and directives to his department heads. He and Vice 

President Lyndon B. Johnson see-eye to eye on the function of the President's Committee on Equal 

Job Opportunity. Moreover, he has made some unusual appointments to office, one of which we 

have hailed with great satisfaction, although our Government's gain in Dr. Robert C. Weaver 

was our loss in the NAACP.   All Americans, white and black, and all cities will get a better deal 

In housing because of the heart and head of that superior public servant, Bob Weaver. 

Our Attorney General went down into Georgia and made an unprecedented speech on what the 

Department of Justice will do in protecting constitutional rights. Only four days ago the Attorney 

General made known the Department's action in the State of Mississippi against practices which 

violate the 1957 and 1960 voter registration laws. 

A picture of Robert Kennedy's role in the Alabama bus riots is furnished by Gov. Patterson's 

charge that the young Attorney General "ordered him around." We don't know whether it is true 

or not, but if it seemed that way to Gov. Patterson, then Robert Kennedy is a rare Attorney 

General, indeed.   He can make mistakes. In fact, he already has slipped up with his "cooling off" 

advice, but anyone who gives the likes of Patterson a hot foot is entitled to a few slips. 

But with all this, there is missing from the picture of the first half-year of this Administration 

any move to enact the legislation so necessary to back up the pronouncements and actions of the 

Executive Branch of government.  To repeat a cliché, ours is a government of laws, not of men.  It 
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is to the enduring law that the citizen must look for protection of his rights and for redress of his 

grievances, not to passing personalities, no matter how upright or courageous. 

Too many minds, especially those in legislative halls and in political organizations, are not 

clear in their concepts of democracy.  We must summon every resource and exert every pressure to 

convert the American mind to the pressing importance of full freedom for every citizen. 

This full freedom, as every schoolboy now knows, means the abolition of differential 

treatment based upon race and religion in every area of American life: education, voting and 

government, employment, housing, travel, recreation and general public accommodation. We 

can thus be an inspiration and a guide to the new nations of Asia, Africa and the Caribbean 

instead of a bitter reproach. 

We must make clear to our fellow citizens that the fullness of this individual freedom is 

important to the United States in this crisis struggle between Communism and the West.   Let us 

make no mistake.  We must make democracy real and workable for every American, not 

specifically to make a good impression on any nation or to win any people "to our side." We must 

do this because it is right and, in righteous practicality, because only in this way can we build an 

indomitable inner national spirit that will enable us to define and to enrich the free life. 

Now is the time for us in the NAACP to capitalize our gains. Every Branch has the history 

of 52 years of a solid, relentless, successful, tireless fight-for-freedom as the justifiable and proud 

basis for appeals for memberships and redoubled support. Life memberships are at an all-time high; 

the Fighting Fund for Freedom has been administered to great advantage; we have supported those 

upon whom reprisals have been visited because of their fight for freedom; we have aligned ourselves 
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with, and given moral and financial support to, every worthwhile effort toward civil rights and 

every non-subversive organization essaying to enter this field.  Our May 25 directive to Branch 

officers spelled out our support of the Freedom Rides. 

The brave children who went through Little Rock, Clinton and New Orleans; the fearless 

youth who marched through showers of stones, brickbats and fire hosing, who walked the gauntlet 

of baseball bats, drawn police guns and the canine corps, who went to jail and returned to their 

non-violent demonstrations to be jailed again -all these compose a mighty army, produced by a 

half century of our Association's indoctrination and victorious activities. 

They and the adults who backed them up constitute the inspiring fruit of our NAACP 

struggle, ready to carry on until freedom is won. We here tonight, therefore, should be  re-

inspired and re-dedicated to serve in the ranks of the freedom fighters through the National 

Association for the Advancement of Colored People. 

After a dissertation upon those who had kept the faith, the author of the book, Hebrews, sums 

up the situation with these spectacular words:   (Hebrews 12:1) 

"Wherefore seeing we also are compassed about with so great a cloud of witnesses...." 

Tonight I am sure we are surrounded not only by the present-day witnesses across the land, but 

by the men and women who founded the National Association for the Advancement of Colored 

People and those who have carried our banners and sat in the tents of our strategy:   Oswald 

Garrison Villard, Jane Addams, Ida B. Wells Barnett, Mary White Ovington, Stephen B. Wise, 

Alexander Walters, J. Milton WaIdron, William English Walling, Nannie Burroughs, W.E.B. 
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DuBois, Joel E. Spingarn, Florence Kelly, Moorfield Storey, James Weldon Johnson, William 

Pickens, Walter White and an innumerable host! 

They tell us to carry on.   From their vantage point, they can see the world ahead; they 

know our cause will not fail; they see democracy across the nation and around the world as a 

prelude to earth's redemption for the Kingdom of God. 

Let us tighten our seat belts and adjust our space suit for the final thrust to freedom.  Surely, 

in the world ahead, will come the day when traffic will be cleared and from the legislative, 

judicial and executive branches of our government will come the count-down for the Stage Three 

rocket trip to freedom. 

Segregation's walls will fall. Discrimination's towers will tumble.  And Americans, those 

stemming from the original Indians; the Nordics, Slavs and Latins from Europe; our fathers, 

the survivors of the infamous African slave trade, and those whose immigrant parents were of 

yellow, brown and mixed bloods -all will enter a new realm of true democracy, under our 

Constitution, under the Stars and Stripes, under God! 
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APPENDIX SEVEN 

 

BUILDING AND USING THE POWER OF THE GHETTO 

By 

Stephen G i l l  Spottswood 

 Fifty nine years ago the founders of the National Association for the Advancement of 

Colored People adopted a series of goals with the avowed purpose to make the Negro American: 

"Physically free from lynching, Socially free from segregation, 

Educationally free from ignorance, Politically free from 

disenfranchisement, Economically free from employment discrimination, 

Residential1y free from housing restrictions." 

 We have not receded one inch from these goals and, having developed the largest, most 

effective, most successful C i v i l  Rights organization in the world, we continue on our chosen 

path of education, negotiation, political action, court decisions, legislation and non-violent direct 

action to make the dreams of the fathers come true. 

 Major victories have been achieved in every f ield  mentioned in the original goals  

and the steady march of our hosts, a half-mill ion . strong, has brought complete and lasting 

victory within the foresight of all of us here tonight. 
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THE RISE OF THE GHETTO 

 The city in human history is the saga of mankind.  From the beginnings of civilization to 

this final third of the twentieth century men have trended toward the city.  The pattern of 

housing segregation has created black ghettos in almost a l l  United States cities. 

 Dr. Kenneth B. Clarke, in his "Dark Ghetto" says, "The dark ghetto's invisible 

walls have been erected by the white society, by those who have power, both to confine 

those who have no power and to perpetuate their powerlessness.  The dark ghettos are 

social, political, educational, and - above a l l  - economic colonies.  Their inhabitants 

are subject peoples, victims of the greed, cruelty, insensibility, guilt and fear their 

masters.  The ghetto is ferment, paradox, conflict, and dilemma.  Yet, within its 

pervasive pathology exists, a surprising human resilience." 

THE PLIGHT OF THE GHETTO 

 There is no more pathetic picture of inner-city b l i gh t  than that of the American 

black ghetto.  O l d  (100 years in many instances) houses in hopeless need of repair.  

Streets sagging and humped and littered. An average of forty human beings lodged in 

five and six rooms. Broken plumbing and broken windows and broken homes are a 

patent combination. Here live the people of the highest unemployment rate and with the 

lowest incomes, in many instances far below subsistence level.  Its whole gamut is rats, 

absentee, feudal- l i ke  landlords, loan sharks, exp lo i t ing  merchants and services, canine-
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corps police, inadequate schools ad infinitum, ad nauseam.  From this we have the 

p l ight  of the ghetto mi l l ions; poverty, frustration and despair! 

 The p l i gh t  of the ghetto is the background of the riots.  While we do not condone 

looting, burning and sn iping, whether perpetrated by black or white ghetto  

residents or by policemen, National guardsmen or Federal troops, we m i n d  America 

that for 59 years the NAACP has been striving to remove the strangling inequalities of 

the ghetto which have stimulated the riots. We have every sympathy for the people of 

despair who have revolted in hundreds of our cities. 

  The N.A.A.C.P. is involved in the p l i gh t  of the ghettos. Most of our 

Branch leaders l i ve  on the ghettos. A vast majority of our urban Branch offices are in 

the ghetto. We are engaged in counsel and guidance for acceptable welfare. We have 

demanded the repeal of the welfare section of the Social Security b i l l  because it is 

inadequate and unrea l i s t i c  provisions. 

 Our dynamic Branch program led by the prince of Directors, Gloster B. Current, 

calls for the organization of Negro contractors, so that they will be big enough to compete 

with larger contractors and br ing a larger payroll to the ghetto.  Branches are 

developing files of Negro contractors and making referrals to potential customers who 

were unaware of the ava i l ab i l i t y  of those small business men. 

  The oft-used and frequently misused phrase, "black power1' has been the 

motto of the  Association's economic program for f ifty years. 
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 Black power lies in the realm of the Negro's economic advancement.  We raise 

the question--How much money into the black banks, the black bu i l d i ng  and loan  

associations, the black cooperative funds, the black grocery stores and variety stores by 

those of us who advocate black power?  Our Branches are ca l l ed  upon to use their 

power to the funding of Negro business. We must sponsor corporations in the retail  

mercantile establishment.  Every Branch should have an Economic Development 

Committee.  There should be Branch leadership representation of the entire community.  

Branches must say, to the ghetto landlord, for instance, "Spend your rehabil i tation 

money here, where you col lect  your money!" 

 To build black power, we must have in increase in sk i l l ed  people: Negro physicians, 

dentists, lawyers, teachers, clergymen, engineers, mathematicians and scientists.  We 

must u t i l i ze  avai lable scholarships and educational funding. 

 Here, let me pay tribute to the indefatigable leadership of Roy Wi l k ins  on the 

National Advisory Commission on C i v i l  Disorders. Had it not been for the effective role 

played by our Executive Director in the formation of the Commission's report, the direct 

action recommended would be devoid of practical value.  Patiently, tirelessly he insisted 

that direct, positive action by the government and the people of the United States would be 

the only way to avoid civil disorders and "save the peace of the nation." 
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 Let us give full credit to President Johnson in the battle for full freedom for all 

Americans. Beside the appointing of commissions to study the social i l l s  of the country, more 

C iv i l  Rights legislation has been proposed and enacted in the Lyndon Baines Johnson 

administration than under a l l  other presidents combined. He has personally espoused Civil 

Rights legislation plus general welfare, education and anti-poverty programs. 

 The N.A.A.C.P. pledges to cooperate, part ic ipate and lead on the fu l f i l lment   

of the recommendations of the report of the National Advisory Commission; thru i ts  1800 

odd Branches, Youth Councils, Col lege Chapters, State Conferences, Regional 

Conferences and National Convention. 

 We are involved! We must do a l l  in our power to prevent riots. We must speedily 

bring about the total fu lf i l lment of the Association1 goals. We are soul-brothers in the 

p l i gh t  of the ghetto! 

 We are for the strengthening of the ghetto but not for the development of the 

ghetto-state.  The true def in i t ion of an American ghetto is a designated area from 

which you cannot get out. The black ghettos of the United States must be eliminated by 

our entrance to and part ic ipation in a11 the benefits of our country. Hence, our task is 

to create housing and employment in suburbia as well as w i t h i n  the inner-city. 
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THE POWER OF THE GHETTO 

 There is number of Negro Americans in almost every major industry in our 

country. un l im i t ed  potential in the ghetto.  Talent without restriction, fabulous 

intelligence and great, productive proclivity lie dormant within a thousand inner  

cit ies of our country. 

 As an Association, we are geared to b u i l d  and use the power of the ghetto.  Our 

Department of Labor and Industry, led by an in trep id  director, Herbert H i l l ,  has  

worked unceasingly for black economic power.  In a large measure, we are responsible 

for the current break-thru in good jobs and upgrading enjoyed by an increasing number 

of Negro Americans in almost every major industry in our country. 

 In this, the centennial year of W i l l i a m  Edward Burkhardt DuBois, we are 

following the DuBois formula for black power: pol i t i ca l  power! First of all, our 

Washington Bureau, thru the b r i l l i a n t  leadership of Clarence Mi tche l l ,  has become the 

most powerful, most respected, most consulted lobby on Capitol Hill. 

 The N.A.A.C.P. is the pioneer in voter registration and voter education. We have 

never forgotten our role in developing black pol i t i c a l  power.  An example is the 

150,000 voters brought back to rolls in South C a r o l i n a  l a s t  year and our goal in the Palmetto for 

1968 is 250,000 voters. We have been at this business  since 1915•  Who amassed the p o l i t i c a l  power 
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that sent Oscar DePriest to the Congress forty years ago?  and Dr. Singleton to Nebraska's unicameral 

L eg i s l a t u r e  in 1928?  The N.A.A.C.P.! 

     There is u n l i m i t e d  potential in the "heart" of our c i t ies.  Who can predict the force of those 

m i l l i o n s  when t h e i r  sheer numbers are organized and directed?  The K i n e t i c s  needed to round out 

this century, not as a century of segregation, r i o t s  and martyrs like George Lee, Medgar Evers, Goodman, 

Schwerner and Chaney, Vernon Dahmer Wharlest Jackson, Johnathan Reeb, V i o l a  Liuzzo, the Kennedys 

and M a r t i n  Luther K ing,  but a century of freedom are locked up in the ghettos, awaiting our 

leadersh ip .  

 Here, let me pay tribute to Doctor K ing ,  the most eloquent speaker for human ri ght s  in our time.  

His  voice was heard around the world.  His "call to preach" found f u l f i l l m e n t  in his indefatigable labors 

on behalf of freedom, peace and anti-poverty.  Like his predecessor in the church, St. Paul,  

he was "beaten with many stripes"--exposed cont inual ly  to false-arrest and sent to jail. 

He was harried police dogs. His home was bombed.  His daily life was a risk--a calculated 

r isk of his uncompromising position and intrepid pursuit of h is  goals.  Dedication to 

freedom was his watch-word and love for mankind, h i s  motto. When the history of this 

century is written, his name w i l l  be inscribed in gold and his message embellished w i th  

s i lver! 

POOR PEOPLE'S MARCH 

 The power of the ghetto is focused in the proposals of the poor people's 

 march: 



166 

 

  •Every  employable citizen has the right to a meaningful job at decent wage.  The 

Poor are not lazy. In fact the vast majority toil hours at menial, underpaid labor. Their 

wages must be raised. New careers must be created for them—in building decent 

housing for all; in raising the level of education, health and social care: in 

reconstructing and beautifying America. This is not makework. This is meaningful work 

that goes to the heart of our nation's needs. 

 Every citizen who cannot work be guaranteed an adequate  income as a matter 

of right.  A thousand economics of varying persuasions have called for a  guaranteed 

annual income as morally necessary and economically sound. 

 We recognize that this economic bill of rights cannot be adopted overnight And 

we are not blind to the conservative mood of the present Congress. But we shall not  

sit back and let the forces of reaction and cynicism win the day. This nation can and 

must take specific, tangible steps toward redeeming the American promise. We shall 

therefore make the following immediate demands: 

I 

 We call upon the President and all Presidential candidates to endorse the   

basic  principles of an economic bill of rights. 

II 
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 We demand that Congress, in his session, 

1. Recommit the  Federal Government to the Full Eminent  Act of  1946 and a cre-

 ation  of at least one million socially  useful  career jobs in public service. 

2.   Adopt the pending housing and urban development act of 1963. 

3.   Repeal the 90th Congress's punitive welfare restrictions, which put a freeze on   

 the number of families  eligible for welfare aid, compel mothers of preschool 

 children to seek employment and deny assistance  in unemployed fathers unless 

 they can produce evidence of previous employment.  

4. Extend to all farm workers the right—guaranteed under the National Labor 

 Relations  Acts-to organize and bargain collectively. 

5. Restore budget cuts for bilingual education. Head Start, summer jobs,  Economic   

 Opportunity Act, Elementary and Secondary Education Act. 

III 

 We further call upon the President to declare a national emergency and, under his 

present statutory authority: 

1.  Inst i tute food distribution programs wherever severe hunger exists in America. 

2.  P r o v i d e  free food stamps to those who cannot afford to buy them. 

3.   Help poor farmers set up cooperatives. 

4.   End discrimination in the food offices of the Agriculture Department. 
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5.  Give the poor first priority in existing health programs and create health services 

 in isolated rural areas.   

6.  Include the poor in the planning and administration of Federal programs at local 

   levels.                                                                                                                                                                

7.  Organize maternal and child health centers in poverty areas.                                                                                                                                       

 To    abolish    poverty   requires a massive, nationwide and   integrated effort. By 

themselves, the poor are neither numerous nor powerful enough to win these 

advances. Therefore, we march together—black and white, red and brown, country 

people and slum dwellers, the poor and those who are not poor-because only through 

such a united effort can we truly overcome. 

 The Association's Board of Directors in its most recent meeting reaffirmed   

Executive  D i rector    Roy Wilkins'   memorandum  to our Branches endorsing the 

goals of the Poor People's March, which we have advocated for many years.  Our 

Clarence Mitchell is serving as a consultant to a bi-partisan committee of 

Representatives and Senators set up to work for the passage of legislation designed  

to aid the nation's poor by providing needed jobs, income, housing and services.  The 

text of our Board resolution  is as follows:  

Advancement of disadvantaged, often disenfranchised, people in economic, social and political terms has been the 

sole purpose and aim of the NAAC? for nearly sixty years. To the Congress, state legislatures, city councils, in the 

courts, and to executive and administrative officers at all levels the NAACP has unceasingly pictured the plight of 

our urban and rural peer. With pictures, words, statistics and rhetoric we have demonstrated the devastating 

human toll exacted by inadequate and often starvation diets, slum housing; discrimination in employment; 
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inadequate or no education; insufficient medical care: police brutality and abuse; price and rent gouging; and the 

countless other ways in which vast numbers of our people are victimized. 

 We have urged, and to some small extent secured, specific and general economic, legal and political realm 

lies for these terrible ills. Among our proposals have been universal guaranteed annual income, negative income 

tax, vast increases of housing on a non-discriminatory basis and assurance of educational opportunity for 

every person. 

 Nevertheless, and despite the unparalleled productivity and prosperity of our nation, at least 

thirty million of our people continue to be plagued and destroyed by poverty and poverty alone. 

 Now some of our poor are courageously seeking to dramatize their plight by a March on 

Washington. We share their goals and aspirations, their hopes and their determination. We 

commend all, but especially our branches and members throughout the country, who have contri-

buted to these efforts. 

  We decry the obvious, callous disregard by vast numbers of whites of the plight of the 

poor. We challenge every person of good will without regard to race, creed or color to join in a 

determined crusade to enable all of us to share in the affluent society. We call upon Congress, the 

President, and political, social and business leaders throughout the land to demonstrate effectively 

to all of us, and to the world, that we can end poverty with the exercise of the same scientific and 

technological skills with which we explore space and the same courage and determination with 

which black and white Americans, rich and poor alike, have fought, and still fight, to protect and 

preserve our nation. 
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 But we warn again, as we have done unceasingly during the long life of the NAACP, that 

the "American Dream" can never be achieved or enjoyed by any among us, no matter what color, 

while any of us, white or black, decays, deteriorates, sickens, starves or dies in the presence of 

plenty. 

This resolution constitutes our manifesto on the Poor People's March and we stand behind every 

goal of the March, lending all our power, resources and technique to make It effective. 

 We must build our sh i p  of freedom In the heart of our cities. We must recruit the 

teeming m i l l i o n s  of men, women and children to man the ship of freedom as we sai l  the 

stormy seas of Implementing the mandates of the Advisory Commission's Report and the Civil 

Rights Legislation of 1964, 1965 and 1968--so that we may reach the safe-harbor of 

Constitutional democracy! 

Lifted from the despair of the ghetto, with sights of the goals sharpened by the abolition of 

poverty and the fraternal consciousness of our common participation in the great task of saving 

the United States from herself, we might paraphrase a well known gospel song for a motto: 

"Onward ghetto soldiers; marching as to war,  

With the goals of freedom, going on before. 

 NAACP'ers lead against the foe,  

Forward into battle, see our banners go! 



171 

 

APPENDIX EIGHT 
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