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THE NEW NEGRO
AND RELIGION

Writer Claims His Religious Feelings Can Be Divided
Into Three Groups Or Attitudes. ‘

(Reprinted by permission of Opportunity Magazine) .
: “New Negro” is an expression used 8o frequent)y that it
deserves at least an attempt at definition. Ordinarily one
y take it to mean that stratum of colored Americans who

were ushered into this world

present century, who have enjoyed greater opportunities for

higher education and cultural
now to be evincing some of thed
fruits  of these “blessings” in their
lives and ther position in this coun-
try. . -
Viewed f{rom this angle, the more
we. observe the New Negro the less
we see about him that {s decidedly
new. Politically, economically, even
socially he standa about where his
fathers stood. It is aometimes
argued he has actually lost ground.
The same old wails of prejudice
and discrimination which his par-
ents found so0 hard to climb are
still standing across his path,
Therefore it is only zatural tiat
in - most respects bhis progress
should be extremely difficult and
very slow. .

In st least one particular, how-
ever, the New Negro is radically
different fom previous generations
—he is¥head and shoulders above
t! in culture and higher educa-
tion. There was a time when our
few high school graduates  and
fewer college students ware lodked
upoi as vallant young warriors
who had won a ab-victory after
a long, Bard fight; elolt was: hallsd
as & prospective davior of his peo
ple. Toldy wé Hive thess chath-
plons With ué in abundance and
svefi EUpétadlsdance. .

Whasther or not tus -New Negro's
education has materially helped
him is, of course, another question,
and liks most other questions may
be‘answered in more than one way.
There are naturally those who hold
that his culture and education have
helped him greatly, and that all
our future progress is dependent
thereon. But there are also those
who are less inclined to optimism.
They maintain that culture and
education have ndt produced the
effects our parents prayed for by
a very, very great deal; that tiey
have served mainly to il the New
Negro with a colossal conceit, the |
grounds for which it is difficult to
discover.

They point out that in securing
his higher education he has often
been both impractical and unwise.
He has laid too much stress on
fraternities and athletics, on social
affairs and the trivial elements of
college life, and not enough on sult-
ing his education to his needs,

Our less optimistic observers also
point out that:there is a general
lack of- seriousness and purpose
about the New Negro as: he se-
cures his educati.n which in tle
face of things is nothing less thas
sad. It-is shown that most of our
young men who enter medicine or.
dentistry do so not because they
aspire to lives of scientific labor,
but because they are king for
lives with little or no labor at all.
Thesé and similar considerations
cause many to jJoin with Dr, Du-
Bois in declaring: *“We seem to
be producing somewlat more than
our share of fools.” ! ’

But to decide this question is
properly beyond the scope of our
tople. The faoct remains that the
New Negro 18 superior in education
and culture to any of the genera-
tions of the past. It is thesé which
distinguish him from other Negroes
and give him just title to the ad-
jective “New.” o

What then are tHis New Negro's
religious feelings? How does he
react to the religion and church
of his day? In answer hp may be
divided into three groups or atti-
tudes:

The Shammists.

The Materialists,

The Sincere: numerically both
last and least.

* The Shammists

The Shammists are comparative-
ly few m'nnmbez They are s0
named because their religion pres-
ents itself essentially as a system
of sham They freely and rather
loudly profess to be religious,. but-
they maintain that it is of the
ultra-modern,  highly intellectual
variety. that few Negroes beside
themselves can appreciate or com-
prehend. One often meets them.in
two or threes around the com-
munity ¢hurches, the more radical
sects, or some_, of ths exclusive
semi-religious cults. But never in
numbers larger than two or tSree.
If a given religious movement can
attract more than that number 6f
Negroes at any one time something
must be wrong with it, and so they
come out. : e

As & matter of fact, the Sham-
mist is not moved by any religious
motive, but rather by thas thore ir
religious motive dut rather by thst
membership 1n a mors radical

movement makes' 2im sppesr In-|:

teliectual, “deep.” It offers an ee-
cape from ordinary Negrodom,
from which 80 many Negroes seem
anxious to escape. And thus religi-
ous movements along with others
baxe thair guota ¢f thase people

around the beginning of the

development, and who ought

(Editor's Note—Will the Ne-
gro Church meet the challenge
of present-day Negro youth?
The author of tiis article now
at. Tuskegee was formerly a
student at the Harvard Divin-
ity School.) -

who look the part but live it pot.
The Materialists

Quits different are the Materlal-

{ats, They have no use for apir-!

itual things. If given the chn:nce

they will freely admit it. They

may or may not be connected with
religious institutions, but if so0 it
is purely for praotical reasons
They look upon ministers as para-
aites and tricksters, They regard
church-goers as- benighted, sheep-,
like fools who keep alive an out-:
wora custom, sacrificing both their:
efforts &nd earnings at ths surinej
of some unseelng or mythical god.

If they have joba that are not
dependent upon the public, and
thus. are not much coucerned
about what others think, they re
main trie to their deeper feelings
and keep away complstely from the
church, often looking down upon it
with the utmost contempt.. Should
they come to church at all it Is
purely for soclal reasops; some-
times beoanss they wish to be en-
tertained. They féel as they ob-
serve what happens in pew and
pulpit as a psychiatrist must feel
when he watches a group of mani-
acs at piay. This attitude is espe-
clally pfevalent among those who
when in college took Bible 1.

Bus, if their living bappens to
be derived from the public by busi-
ness or in some professional Seld,
theey force themselves to taks part
Jo’ chuirch work solely for whatever
advantage the contact .may bring.
Thus one frequently sees & young
lady singing loudly i the cholr.
She wants the church to send her
off to a musical school. A young
man will be very active in. the
young people’s society or wlll even
suffer to teach a Sunday schooi
class. He hopes that for these
worthy labors he will be aided
financially in. Dbetting through
school. One often sees an athetis-
tic.doctor passing the plates at:col-
lection time. Dentists become dea-
cons; lawyers serve as trustees; the
druggist and tailor assist in rals-
ing funds. Yet in all this activity
there isn’t & shadow of religious
sincerity, They are’working solely
for their selflsh aims.

Let a man be moved by a dream
of & business project, no matter’
how.wild or impractical it may be,
the first thing he does is to make
for the churches, as a mule heads
for the stable at feeding time. With
tae fall election came the politici-
ans, each desiring to aay “a few
words.” When one considers the
extent to which the Negré Churca
has been preyed upon by our so-
cailed business and professional
leaders he is not surprised at its
lick of progress. The wonder is
that the church has survived. 1It's
a serious reflection on the morals
of our era when such duplicity can
be so freely indulged in without
causing even & semblance of
shame.

It is\safe to say that by far moet
New groes are Materialists. The

| reasons for it are of course quite|

P The recent period of popu-
1 religious criticism with: its
webkening and rejection of many
prevalent ideas; the New Negro's|
rising .intelligence, his disregard:
for dogma, and particularly with:
race prejudice, have ali served to-
undermine the faith of the present.
generation or to prevent them from'
developing what faith they did not
have. - Then there is a decided
tendency among them to look upon
all religion as a superstitious and
debased hangover, from an ignorant
and ignoble past. In his effort to.
get away from {gnorant orthodoxy
he has gone from .one to the ex-
treme. As he felt the old religion
to be the acme of ignorance, he
thinks athetism is the height of
gense. He has leaped from gods
to no gods. - o

 The Negro Church because.af its
ignorsnce 3as not understood’ the
New Negro's mind. It bas content~
ed Haelf to stand on unbending
orthodoxy, and defiantly has wstch-
.od its. younger element drift away.
:In assessing the biame for the pres-
"sht lrreligion, the church.must ap-
portion jtself & geperous share,

: (Continued next week)
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