NEGRO CHURCH LIFE

By John R. L. Diggs

The social status of the Negro in
America finds its highest expression in
the church life of this people. The
social philosopher  who would make
a careful study of the status of the
race should by all means have accu-
rate knowledge of its church life which
furnishes a perspective through which
the better types of race life may be
seen.

The Christian church is the largest
organization common among these
humble people, and because  of  its

veéry ‘character, it calls forth “the
hest elements in their nature.  If
therefore.  we  consider  its  power
over them  from the social  point
of view only, we shall  indeed Dbe
repaid: for it is probably  bevond

question that the church  has  done
more  to civilize the  black  man
than any other one agency could have
done.  Through it the social life of
the Negro people finds its highest ex-
pressions in it, that life receives form
and direction; under its care the moral
and social are developed and refined,
and tn it socicty owes much for what
been accomplished  during  the
vears since 1620

The character of Negro church life
s scen in types of worship. Here
we have a most interesting field of
stiedy and an almost boundless field
of investigation. Tf the student of
cconomic progress desires to place the
results of his investigations bevond
serious question. he would, among
other things, make a careful Study of

has

modern machinery in actu. No second

hand facts would be satisfactory to
the truly scientific spirit of the inves-
tigator; for he knows that original in-
vestigations made according to scien-

tific methods now in general use would

alone remove many fatal objections.
This same spirit is {mperatively de-
manded by the circumstances of the
case’ and this same method must be
emploved in any satisfactory study of
the social life of the colored people of
the  United States, as  expressed in
their church functions.

It is perhaps not out of place te
hope that some one will come forth in
the not remote future who will have
the spirit historical as wdl as the men-
tal and other qualifications, to give the
people of America a full and complete
study of this great guestion.  For the
sake of convenience and clearness we
may treat, briefly, three perivds clear-
Iy defined, in the church Tife of the
Anmerican Negro.

(a) The period prior to 1860,

(L) The transition period, 1860-
1890. -

(¢) The period of greatest. pro-

gress, 18g0—. :

We shall not be able to present
results  of original  investigation for
the fArst and second periods,  entire:
for it was during the second period
that the writer was born: but by hard
work and by the expenditure of some
time and care we hope {o state some
facts in a brief way.

In “Twenticth- Century Negro Lit-
eratiire,’ - Pro B M: - Drawley. one -of:
the most scholarly men of the present
generation, savs: Y A\ generation has
come since the passing away of the
period to which the old Negro belong-
ed, and this generation has lived in
the period of the new Negro. TIs this
Negro an improvement morally upon
his father? Zealous friends of the
race stoutly maintain that he is; while
enemies assert that he is not as good
* % % % % His father had no moral’



framing->t =k * #=Ea] gple over the en-

tire moral code as set forth in the Ten
Commandments, and the impossibility
of teaching effectively those great
truths tfo slaves—American slaves
becomes apparent. The old enslaved
Negro was destitute of true moral
training, and very much of what was
offered to him as such was nothing
more than  ‘sounding brass’ and he
knew it and could not profit by it."”
The period in question hegan with
the introduction of Negro slavery and
continued two hundred and forty-five

vears.  During this period the Chris-
tian slave-holders of the South did

much to enlighten the dark and be-
nighted beings who were fresh from
African savagery: and yvet Dr. Braw-
ley's criticism of “very much of what
was offered” as mortal training is cor-
rect according to the teachings of the
history of that time and the monu-
ments of dishonor which that reign of
affairs has left us.

We must never forget the great ser-
vice rendered to civilization by the
persons who gave the slaves elemen-
tary instruction in the ruder arts of a
better life. Many must have been the
sacrifices made in order to teach these
untutored beings, and the thoughtful
- descendants of those carly blacks will
not forget that great, Christianlike ser-
vice. This great service affected not
only the religious life of the Southern
people as a whole, but the entire so-
cial organization was profoundly mod-
ificd as a step  preliminary io some-
thing better. What ever evil we find
associated with that carlier American
life was largely due to couditions in-
separable from the social relations in-
volved, and it scems ecasier to study
those conditions and learn the lesso -
they teach, than to spend time in criti-
cising a transitory type of civilization
so far removed from our ownas to
make it very difficult to do it full jus-
tice. We must not forget that the
task of civilizing men is not an casy

one, and that those early Americans
did a nolie service in winning thous-
ands of men from the thraldom. of
heathenis 1.

As the slaves had not forgotten the
fetichism of their native land, it was
natural for them to mingle some of
their ruder forms with the new system
of worship observed in, and enjoined
upon then, by the Christian church.
Though many of the heathen forms
were grotesque, as one might in rea-
son expect, the slaves nevertheless
held firmly to them as things sacred:
and in spite of the care and watchful-
ness of their owners, these slaves oc-
casionally observed some of these
hesthen rites and ciremonies. It is to
this fact that but little attention has
been given by some writers of super-
stitution among  Southern . Negroes.
The strangest forms of worship, now
rapidly passing away, have in common
something of the African heathen aud
the Amarican Christian. This wor-
ship thougzh crude, desultory, and, in
many instances, ineffective, had its
power over the social life of the Ne-
groes of Jumerica.

During the svcond  period  (1860-
18go) the colored preacher proper
arose. Prior to 1860 the Negroes at-

tended the churches of their owners,
occupying the scats especially set aside
for them, as a rule. Thus they enjoy-
ed the ministrations of educated cler-
gymen. When the Negroes left these
ministrations there was, for a time. a

‘retrogression in their worship. This

was natural under the circumstances;
for thev had no trained men to lead
them and to instruct them in the bet-
ter ways of worship. » 2
About :866-67 the various mission-
ary orgarizations of the American
churches began their work of educat-
ing preachers and teachers for the
newly enfranchised millions of immor-
tal souls: to this end schools were es-
tablished, and by 1875 a number of
fairly well trained men’ entcred the



After about ten years' service

wrought in the

pulpits.
a great change was
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the South
some of its power, fne churches woere

superstition hegan to lose

erected aml the number of enraolled
members largely fnvreascd.  In the

midst of much that one deeply regrets,
there ix the
This iz the around of
the future: it is the ground of the
Christian philanthropist’s faith in the
ultimate regeneration of the

During this thirty vears (1863-1803)
the church led in the creation and de-
velopment of a higher wdeal*of home
life, and this Ieadership is exerting a
tremendous power in transforming the
life of the race. Here we have a great
power making for law. order. indus-
try and righteousness. The altruistie
spirtt is awakening: the welfare of the
wme, the community, the State and
reign lands is a matter of deep con-
cern amd interest. Tt is not true that
these churches are interested only in
themselves, for their interest in man-
kind 12 seen in the mission work they
aid in supporting.

excess of good over evil
chicf ]lu[w for

race.

g,

Whatever the Negro race has gained

in the race of life—real  gain—must,
in a large measure, be attributed to

the power exerted over that people by

the Christian church.  Since the ad-
vent of the colored preacher, though
with limited training. the Negroes

ave gained in wealth and intelligence
To these leaders is due the credit for
the great advances made in the ac-
guisition of property, real and person-
al, since 1875. The Northern mission-
ary and educational societies made the
trained Negro preacher possible, and
thereby, paved the way for what has
been done by the colored ministry,
The third period may begin in 1890,
During the last decade of the nine-
teenth century a nuntber of men with
better. preparation for leadership en-
tered the field. They were more deep-
Iv impressed with the

social signifi-

cance of life: they labored to show
that the Christian religion 1s not at
variance with economic and civice pro-
aress, that political and social philoso-
phy are not antagonistic to the best
religious life,  but that  these wide
spheres of human interest should make
their contribution to the welfare of
mankiud,

As a result of the effort to lead the
Neoro church to comprehend the so-
cial and economic side of its life, and
to express this in its aesthetic and
cconomic interest, thore is marked im-
provement, especially in the South, 1t
is, however, a matter of sincere regrel
that more than five millions have not
been reached by this helpiul power:
for the work of ceducating and Chris-
tianizing has not kept pace with the
inerease of the population, The very
thought of it is appalling—-3. 000, 000
unreached by missionary  and cduca-
tional influences, and this in the United
States of America!

Under the new leadership the home

life  of four millions, _perbaps, has
been so far improved that many
generalizations made nowadays,  but

based on conditions existent a quarter
of a contury ago,are far from accurate.
One must have visited typical Negro
homes, and a large number of them,
within.the last ten vears, in order to
speak  wisddy concerning  their home
life. Many writers who treat some
phases of the so-called Negro question
are strangers to even the alphabet of
the culturcd home life of thousands
of refined people of this black Amer-
ica.

We must remember that these re-
fined and enlightened colorad people
are not wealthy, and though they do
much for the spread of a higher civil-
ization, they have. in the unrecached
ivur or five millions of their unfortu-
nate fellows, a burden greater than
they can as vet bear. We must some-
how keep pace with the growth in
population.  This has not been done



last twenty-five

during  the years.
This  condition  oi affairs is a = seri-
ous  menace  to social . well-being,

and should receive the candid atten-
tion of social reformers and philan-
thropists of every part of our country.
It is-exceedingly hard for the four mil-
lions of Negro people who have been
reached by hedpful agencies to bear
the respons:bility for the conduct of
five millions of unfortunate creatures
whom American philanthrophy has al-
lowed to remain unhelped for years.
Do we wonder that many criminals
are found among them? The rational
mind must wonder that the number is
not larger. “Man is not a social being
sometimes” said, if by that is
meant that every one does instinctive-
Iv and with pleasure what the common
good requires. Every  child of the
most cultivated parentage requires to
be taught what his duties are for he
will not know them by instinet: and
needs to be trained, controlled. disci-

as 18

plined and helped in to the wavs of so-°

cial co-operation.

The training of the human race for
co-operation  has been long, difficult
and costly.  We dare noyt count on
the inheritance of acquired virtues.
Science, literature and good morals are
taught to cach human being and only
thus transmitted™ - These words of
Dr. Chas. Ienderson are weighty
with wisdom. They ought to be to
America what Fichte's words on edu-
“cation and freedom were to that Ger-

man  veéomanry before which the
mighty French battallions went down
in 187r—words f inspiration, words
setting forth  what  should be done
rather than what is actually being
done.

But we must remember that some-
thing is being accomplished by the
church and that this great organiza-
tion 1s a signal success as an ameclio-
ration of social power. With a large

*Dependents,
p. 254,

Defectives and Delinquents,

higher -institutions are

rectly er

as Haoward University,

such as our

preparing for
leaderstiip, many more will be reached
in the next quarter of a century. Di-
indirectly the church has
given s such high grade institutions
at Washing-
ton, ). €, Va. Union University at
Richmend, Va., Fiske University at
Nashville, Tenn., and Atlanta Univer-
ity at Atlanta, Georgia, together with
several, strong theological seminaries
like Gammon and the I\uhmond The-
ological Seminary, at Atlanta, and
l\idnnuml Va.. 1c~pea1nch

number of trained men,

Thes: schools are dedicated to thc
aigh and holy cause of training preach-
ers, tcachers and other leaders for the
enfrarchised millions. The Negro
Church. of today is largely an out-
arowtl of the labors of men trained
in the above named and otherlike in-
stitutions.  IFew men will dare raise
any qu:stion as to the social influence
ofihe Negro church when they actual-
Iv grasp the conditions Lonfroutm(r
us today,

For it must be remembered that
nany ~of the social organizations
nowin among Caucasians are unknown

among  the  Negroes as a rule
and their churches and benevolent

organizations must serve all purposes
for the development of the larger
social life. The famous “True Reform-
ers’ Organization” with headquarters.
at Richomnd, Va.. is an example of
an ecoromic-henevolent order. Tt is un-
der control of Negro Christians, owns
and operates a large bank, a large
number of grocery stores, a large plan-
tation, an Old Folks® Home. controls
some real estate and directs growing
interesis in many large cities through-
out the country.

This vast interest grew up as a di-
rict result of the new social teaching
from the Negro pulpit. Rev. W, W;
Brown, who may well be classed with
men like the Vanderbilts, Goulds,
Stewart, Rockefellers., et al for clear
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tion, in a measure.  FFrom observation
the writer is convinedd that the chureh,
through its power has done much to
make these people economic,  thrifty
and altrustic; that the social life of the
Christians among them is far sup.rior
to that of thair unfortunate fellows all
them, but numbers with the
millions still unreached.

In view of these facts we appeal to
the considerate judgment of all noble
hearts for sympathy and support i
the training of black men for wise and
safe Teadership in cvery sphere of life.

In th¢ “College Bred Negro,” Dr.
Dullois shows that the black men and
women cducated in the higher insti-
tutions of learning, North and South,
are progressive and industrious mem-
bors.of society, and that these people,
in nearly every case are found working

for the clevation  of their fellowmen
throughout the Southland. They are
the advocates of good  will, peace

and order.

It o wise philanthropy will see to
it that able and worthy leaders are -
provided. that higher and industrial
cducation are properly corrclated and
wiselv given, the economice, social and
spiritual life of the race will he stead-
Iv advanced, as the vears shall go by,
and human
where will have greater
ioiee in the upward march of an invin-
cible and puissant civilization.

lovers of PrOgress every

reason to re-



