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NoN-MeRGiNG STReaMS:
The coNTiNuiNG pRobleM of Race iN 

aMeRicaN MeThoDiSM

Ian B. Straker

It may well be that, from the earliest emergence of Homo sapiens, mem-
bers of the species have found innumerable reasons to mark themselves off 
into distinct groups that at different times and places would further split or 
join other groups.  The history of Methodism demonstrates that Methodists 
have in no way been immune to this tendency.  The nascent movement in 
the North American colonies almost split before it got established in a con-
troversy over the administration of the sacraments.1  Since those early days 
other splits and mergers have followed over various aspects of polity and 
theology.  Over time, many of the issues that were once major points of con-
tention have faded into the background and are no longer seen as significant. 
However, one that refuses to fade and continues to be a point of contention is 
race.  The merging of African-American Methodist streams with the broader 
movement remains a continuing challenge.

The Methodist movement in North America has contended with the issue 
of race from its earliest appearance.  Though the names of early African-
American Methodists are either unknown or partially known, the fact of their 
existence is not disputed.  There is significant evidence that, in the early 
years, there were times of genuine interracial fellowship that encouraged 
African Americans to place themselves under Methodist discipline as they 
attended class meetings and joined local churches.22  There is also evidence 
that, as the eighteenth century came to a close, increasing racial tensions 
along with a desire for religious self-determination led a number of African-
American Methodists to establish their own houses of worship, albeit under 
the auspices of the Methodist Episcopal Church (MEC).

By the second decade of the nineteenth century, tensions between white 
and black Methodists throughout the young United States increased over a 
range of issues: the rights white elders had over separate black congrega-
tions, the fees paid by blacks to white clergy for sacramental services, and the 
inability of qualified blacks to be received and appointed as elders, or even 
be acknowledged as deacons in denominational publications.  Such issues 

1 This was the Fluvanna controversy.  See Russell E. Richey, Kenneth E. Rowe and Jean Miller 
Schmidt, The Methodist Experience in America: A History, vol. 1 (Nashville: Abingdon, 2010), 
36–37.  
2 For example, see Ian B. Straker, “Black and White and Gray All Over: Freeborn Garrettson and 
African Methodism,” Methodist History 37.1 (October 1998): 18–27.
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prompted the formation of separate African-American Methodist denomi-
nations as congregations scattered among the states joined movements led 
by Peter Spencer and William Anderson in Wilmington, Delaware; Richard 
Allen in Philadelphia; and James Varick in New York.3

Despite the departures, many remained within the predominantly white 
MEC.  “Black” Harry Hosier, the illiterate preaching phenomenon who at 
times filled speaking engagements on behalf of Bishop Asbury himself, 
is just one of the many African Americans who remained with the mother 
church, choosing to struggle for dignity and full inclusion from within its 
structure.  In 1844 when the church split into northern and southern fac-
tions, a few hundred thousand African-American Methodists found them-
selves with the Methodist Episcopal Church, South (MECS), a number that 
surpassed 400,000 by 1858.4  The Civil War and its aftermath effectively 
brought that number down to zero.

The disruptions of the Civil War and the subsequent peace created op-
portunities for the African Methodist Episcopal Church (AMEC), African 
Methodist Episcopal Zion Church (AMEZC), and the MEC to make inroads 
among the African Americans in the southern Methodist church.  Although 
the 1844 split in the MEC took place with the understanding that the two 
resulting factions would only seek members from within their respective re-
gions, in the wake of the war the northern church ignored that practice—it 
sponsored the work of clergy and teachers who went into the south establish-
ing both churches and schools that strove to counter the illiteracy imposed 
by law upon the slave population. 

Concerned that ideas of social equality might be imparted along with the 
religious and academic lessons dispensed by northerners, and not being will-
ing itself to shoulder the responsibility of working with the freed persons, in 
1870 the MECS, assisted its remaining African-American members in orga-
nizing the Colored Methodist Episcopal Church (CMEC). In the new church, 
former local preachers who had been denied conference membership had the 
chance to be elders ordained and assigned by African-American bishops.  In 
helping to set up the CMEC Church, the MECS, effectively rid itself of its 

3 For the movement led by Spencer and Anderson that created what is now the Union American 
Methodist Episcopal Church, see Lewis V. Baldwin, “Invisible” Strands in African Methodism: 
A History of the African Union Methodist Protestant and Union American Methodist Episco-
pal Churches, 1805–1980 (Metuchen, NJ: Scarecrow Press, 1983).  For the movement led by 
Richard Allen that created the African Methodist Episcopal Church, see Carol V. R. George, 
Segregated Sabbaths: Richard Allen and the Rise of Independent Black Churches, 1760–1840 
(New York: Oxford UP, 1973).  For the movement led by James Varick that created what is now 
the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church, see David Henry Bradley, Sr., A History of the A. 
M. E. Zion Church, Part 1, 1796–1872 (Nashville: AME Zion Publishing House, 1956).
4 Katherine Dvorak, An African-American Exodus: The Segregation of the Southern Churches 
(Brooklyn, NY: Carlson Publishing, 1991), 43.  Please note that a number of points and quotes 
appearing here about circumstances leading to the formation of the Central Jurisdiction are also 
found in Ian B. Straker, “The Central Jurisdiction,” Methodist History 54.1 (October 2015): 
37–70.



98 Methodist History

non-white membership—and any possibility of internal interracial conflict.5

In succeeding decades, the work of northern Methodists in the south con-
tinued.  As early as 1864 the General Conference of the MEC, following 
the recommendation of its biracial “Committee on the State of the Work 
Among the Colored People,” authorized the formation of black pastorates 
that led to the organization of the first two African-American annual con-
ferences.  Those actions were accompanied by pronouncements of justice 
and equality for its darker members: “Justice to those who have been en-
slaved requires that in all the privileges of citizenship, as well as in all the 
other rights of common manhood, there shall be no distinction founded on 
color.”6  Statements like this became recruitment tools for attracting African-
Americans to the northern church.  One historian notes the following experi-
ence of an MEC missionary working in the south:

Timothy W. Lewis, negotiating in Charleston with freedmen who had assembled to 
decide on their future church relations countered the pleas of Southern Methodist 
clergymen “to stay with us in your old places in the galleries” with the declaration 
that “there will be no galleries in heaven [and] those who are willing to go with a 
church that makes no distinction as to race or color, follow me.”  Lewis’s valiant 
effort won him the field.  The most effective device for the ingathering of the colored 
population, many Methodists maintained, was the announcement “that there was 
no distinction in Methodist Episcopal churches; that colored people have the same 
privileges as whites.”  “The equality of relations enjoyed by black and white was the 
rallying cry which gathered the people to us,” reminisced one missionary veteran of 
the Southwest.  Freedmen who had apostatized to the “Mother Methodism” period-
ically confirmed the observations of whites.  The Methodist Episcopal Church was 
the “only church for black men,” averred one prominent Negro convert, because 
“it . . . welcomes all Americans, white or colored . . . to the equal enjoyment of its 
privileges.”7

The 1868 General Conference seated two African-American representatives 
who had been duly elected by their respective annual conferences.8  These 
early steps were hopeful signs for the church’s African-American member-
ship.  The number of MEC African-American congregations grew, and some 
white congregations were also formed in the south, presumably among car-
petbaggers and others drawn to northern Methodism—but not to the south-
ern Methodist church.  Provision was made for conferences to be segregated 
if requested by conference members, and African Americans saw segregated 
conferences as a step along the way towards full inclusion in the life of the 

5 Dvorak carefully delineates the process through which African Americans separated from the 
MECS, in the Civil War period, leaving to join AME, AME Zion and MEC denominations.  See 
particularly chapters 3 and 4, Dvorak, 69–148.  The MECS, organized its remaining African 
American members into the Colored Methodist Episcopal denomination (now known as the 
Christian Methodist Episcopal Church) in December of 1870.  See Frederick A. Norwood, The 
Story of American Methodism (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1974), 274–275. 
6 L. M. Hagood, The Colored Man in the Methodist Episcopal Church (Cincinnati: Cranston 
and Stowe, 1890), 137.
7 Ralph E. Morrow, Northern Methodism and Reconstruction (East Lansing, MI: Michigan State 
UP, 1956), 130.
8 Hagood, 154–155.



Non-Merging Streams 99

MEC.  Given the disparity in education and training between black and white 
church leaders (exhorters, class leaders, ordained preachers, for example) 
segregated conferences were seen by some as an interim training ground for 
African-American clergy. 

What was welcomed as an interim step by black Methodists became over 
time a source of concern, as full inclusion in the life of the MEC seemed 
to remain a promise on paper. Though the 1884 General Conference elect-
ed African Americans as a secretary of the conference, secretary of the 
Committee on the State of the Church, and editor-in-chief of one of the 
church newspapers, other actions and discussions of that conference were 
viewed by at least one African-American observer as evidence that the seg-
regation of the southern conferences was extending into other aspects of 
church life.9

As the nineteenth century came to a close, African Americans with-
in the church increasingly called for the election of an African-American 
bishop, and expressed frustration that their calls remained unheeded.  These 
calls came as race relations in the United States considerably deteriorated 
as lynchings became commonplace and the Supreme Court officially sanc-
tioned Jim Crow with its 1896 Plessy vs. Ferguson decision.  In the early 
twentieth century as African Americans began to leave the rural south for 
urban areas both south and north, race riots became a feature of American 
life.  Widespread racial violence in the summers of 1910 and 1919 (1919 is 
known as “Red Summer”) was followed by the wholesale massacre of black 
communities in Oklahoma and Florida in 1921 and 1923.  With rights and 
basic protections for African Americans absent in the civic sphere, inevitably 
the MEC would lead the way in demonstrating to the nation the efficacy and 
wisdom of including all equally.

The racially troubled early decades of the twentieth century were also the 
years in which conversations about unifying the MEC and the MECS, took 
on greater seriousness.  From the start of those discussions, it was clear that 
the presence of African Americans in a unified church would be a point of 
contention.  Although slight changes in polity and practice had evolved in 
the years the churches were separate, the biggest obstacle to union was the 
status of its African American members.  As one of the southern members of 
the Joint Commission on Unification noted:

We all know and we have known from the beginning that the crux of the situation 
is that Status of the Colored Membership in the Methodist Episcopal Church.  We 
can arrange everything else, and yet when we come to that, if we can’t arrange that, 
if we come to a deadlock on that, it renders null and void everything that we have 
done before.10

The MECS, would have preferred to have the African-American members 
of the MEC join into a mega African-American Methodist Church with the 

9 Hagood, 230.
10 A. J. Lamar, quoted in Russell E. Richey, The Methodist Conference in America: A History 
(Nashville: Kingswood Books, 1996), 294.
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AMEC, AMEZC and CMEC churches, but that was much further than the 
northern church—and its African-American members—were willing to go.11  
After years of discussions, a proposal that was made by the southern church 
early in the unification process was refined and adopted over the objections 
of African-American members.12

The new Methodist Church adopted a jurisdictional structure, dividing 
the church into regional areas within which clergy would be identified, nur-
tured and ordained, and bishops would be elected and assigned. In addition 
to these regional designations, there was a non-geographic “central” jurisdic-
tion, into which the vast majority of African-American clergy and churches 
were herded.  This arrangement assured that the sensibilities of southern 
white Methodists would only be challenged by an African American pres-
ence for a week or so every four years at General Conference and by those 
serving on churchwide boards and commissions, as Central Jurisdiction 
members were promised proportional representation on all church agencies.  
Even though this arrangement ostensibly allowed for a reunion of the north-
ern and southern Methodist churches, it hardly appears to have effected a 
true merger.

The jurisdictional system was instituted over the objections of the 
church’s African American members; the fact that they were segregated from 
their white “brothers and sisters” in the new church is evidence that they 
were not properly “merged” into the new institution.  Beyond that obvious 
note, the jurisdictional system itself was established to intentionally resist 
the effects of a true merger of the south with the north.  The geographical-
ly based arrangement was designed so that each area of the country would 
maintain its distinctive character.  Since the election and assignment of bish-
ops and clergy would typically take place within a fixed geographic region, 
prevailing ideas and practices within the region would be nurtured and rein-
forced, free from external challenge.  In other words, racial mores and racist 
practices would continue unchallenged in the south.  John Moore, a bishop 
in the MECS, who served on the Joint Commission phrased it more gently 
this way:

There is still a North and a South in this country, and there is an East and a West, and 
they are not merely geographical.  They are social, economic, ethnic, cultural, civili-
zational, ideological.  To be sure, they are not so extremely so as to be divisional, but 
they are sufficiently distinct to create varied human characteristics and values.  Each 
of these great sections has produced values that should be conserved and promoted.13

11 The preference of the southern church assumed, with no formal conversation and no evidence, 
that the three major African-American Methodist denominations would agree to merge with 
each other and the expelled African Americans of the northern church.
12 There were two African-American members of the Joint Commission on Unification who 
chose to not stand in the way of unification and thus signed off on the plan to mandate racial 
segregation in the constitution of the new church.  However, larger groups of African-American 
Methodists had other opportunities to register their displeasure with the plan at later stages of 
the unification process.  For a brief discussion of those details, see my treatment in Straker, 
“Central Jurisdiction,” 50–52.
13 John M. Moore, The Long Road to Methodist Union (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1943), 226.
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As Jim Crow grew and matured in the first half of the twentieth century, 
there can be little doubt concerning which southern values would most be 
“conserved” and “promoted.”

It must be noted that even the creation of the Central Jurisdiction was too 
much of an interracial merger for some southern Methodists.  One group of 
dissidents described the actions of the final MECS, conference in this way:

The Birmingham General Conference in 1939 decided to enter into a union with the 
Methodist Episcopal Church and the Methodist Protestant Church.  When the three 
were formally united in 1939, there were many in the Methodist Episcopal Church, 
South who refused to enter into the union because of the modernistic tendencies 
found in the United Church.14

This group formed the Southern Methodist Church in 1940.  Though not 
specifying what “modernistic tendencies” it found objectionable in the new-
ly formed Methodist Church, it proudly declared itself to be “Doctrinally, 
and spiritually . . . basically the same as The Methodist Episcopal Church, 
South.”  The MECS, by uniting with the northern church, had allowed it-
self to be stained with “the alarming infidelity and apostasy found therein.”  
Again, no specific charges were made explicit.  In examining their stated 
doctrinal claims about justification, sanctification, good works, atonement, 
and the sacraments, among others, this examiner found nothing that might be 
objectionable to a current United Methodist Board of Ordained Ministry, ex-
cept perhaps the section on “Satan, Angels and Demons.”  Concerned about 
episcopal tyranny, they had “no Bishops or presiding Elders,” choosing in-
stead to have a president serve a four-year term.  To their credit, and despite 
their claim “to perpetuate the faith of John Wesley as did those faithful con-
tenders who have gone before us,” they included the following among their 
beliefs:

The Southern Methodist Church is a segregated church. We believe that integration 
(as it relates to the white and colored races), for which so many are clamoring, is not 
the answer to current social problems. In fact, it is our opinion that such integration 
would produce more problems than it would solve.15

The Southern Methodist Church continues to exist, but unlike the 1950s pub-
lication noted above, its current website does not specify segregation as one 
of its beliefs.16

From the beginnings of The Methodist Church, its African-American 
members petitioned for the dismantling of the Central Jurisdiction and for a 
merger of the church’s black and white members.  Perhaps in acknowledg-
ment of the presence of African-American members, by 1948 the General 

14 Southern Methodist Church, What, Why, How? Proclaiming the Gospel: History, Organiza-
tion and Doctrinal Belief of the Southern Methodist Church (Orangeburg, SC), 5.
15 Southern Methodist Church, 16.
16 It does include under “Other Beliefs,” Article XVII: Of Separation, which states that “We 
believe, that in these days of apostasy, the church should be separated from compromising sit-
uations in the world.” See “Other Beliefs,” Southern Methodist Church, accessed October 15, 
2018, http://www.thesmc.org/page13.html.
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Conference had included the following in its Social Creed:

We repent of our blindness to the actual situations which have developed in society; 
therefore, applying the foregoing principles to the social problems of our day, The 
Methodist Church declares as follows:
1. We stand for the equal rights and complete justice for all men in all stations of 
life . . . .
14. We stand for the rights of racial groups, and insist that the above social, econom-
ic, and spiritual principles apply to all races alike.17

Apparently, the church’s expressed principles and its explicit profession of 
“equal rights and complete justice for all” did not implicitly require integra-
tion, and nothing more was deemed necessary to add before 1956.

The 1956 General Conference added an entire subsection that touched 
on race:

E. Freedom from Discrimination.—We stand for the rights of racial groups and in-
sist that the social, economic, and spiritual principles set forth in this creed apply 
to all races alike.  We urge individual Christians and churches to make a serious 
and prayerful examination of their own attitudes and practices in regard to racial 
equality and fellowship with the determination to bring practices into conformity 
with Christian ideals.18

Meeting two years after the Brown vs. Board of Education decision and during 
the Montgomery Bus Boycott, General Conference boldly called its church-
es to “prayerfully examine” their “attitudes and practices.”  Fortunately, be-
yond voting down appeals from its African-American members, there was 
nothing else the General Conference needed to do.  Evidently, the majority 
of its members did not find the existence of the Central Jurisdiction to be out 
of “conformity with Christian ideals.”

The 1960 General Conference courageously inched forward from its im-
mediate predecessor.  In addition to declaring once more that the principles 
described in its social creed were to be applied alike to all, it updated the 
creed to specify that “the right to choose a home, enter a school, secure 
employment, vote, or join a church should not be limited by a person’s race, 
culture, or religion.”19  Further along, ¶ 2026, “The Methodist Church and 
Race,” began with the declaration:

Our Lord Jesus Christ teaches that all men are brothers.  He permits no discrimi-
nation because of race, color, or creed.  “In Christ Jesus you are all sons of God, 
through faith . . . . There is neither Jew nor Greek, . . . there is neither male nor 
female for you are all one in Christ Jesus” (Gal. 3:26, 28).20

By today’s standards that statement seems far from radical, and in the 1960s 
to Methodists in the Central Jurisdiction it seemed to be a rather basic state-
ment of Christian faith.  However, to a great number of white Methodists 
in the South, who were confronting the facts of the modern Civil Rights 

17 Doctrines and Discipline of The Methodist Church (1948), 583.
18 Doctrines and Discipline of The Methodist Church (1956), 706.
19 Doctrines and Discipline of The Methodist Church (1960), 689.
20 Doctrines and Discipline of The Methodist Church (1960), 705.  Ellipses in the original.
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Movement, that statement was clear evidence that the national church had 
lost touch with important southern realities and was seeking to impose its 
leftist—and even communist—will on a section of the church that had, for 
the most part, been handling its affairs through the jurisdictional system 
quite well without northern interference.

When twenty-eight young, seminary trained clergy in Mississippi pub-
lished a statement in January of 1963 in which they reflected on the racial 
discord in their state, condemned communism, affirmed public schooling 
and dared to quote from  ¶ 2026 of the 1960 Book of Discipline, they met 
immense opposition.  The prelude to the four points they made reads as fol-
lows:

Confronted with the grave crises precipitated by racial discord within our state in 
recent months, and the genuine dilemma facing persons of Christian conscience, we 
are compelled to voice publicly our convictions.  Indeed, as Christian ministers and 
native Mississippians, sharing the anguish of all our people, we have a particular 
obligation to speak.  Thus understanding our mutual involvement in these issues, we 
bind ourselves together in this expression of our Christian commitment.  We speak 
only for ourselves, though mindful that many others share these affirmations.

Born of deep conviction of our souls as to what is morally right, we have been 
driven to seek the foundations of such convictions in the expressed witness of our 
Church.  We, therefore, at the outset of this new year affirm the following:21

This was published on January 2, 1963, in The Mississippi Advocate (the 
official organ of Mississippi Methodism); every daily paper in the state of 
Mississippi reported it on January 3.  The backlash the signers received from 
their fellow Mississippi Methodists led seventeen of them to leave the state 
by June of 1964.  Only eight remained in the state for the duration of their 
careers (of the twenty who left, three managed to return eventually).  They 
suffered death threats, ostracism and even some acts of violence; some of 
their churches stopped paying them.  For the most part, church superiors—
bishops and district superintendents—were either silent or hostile to the 
signers, chastising some and relegating them to smaller rural charges that 
were unable to support them and their growing families.  Those who lent 
their support to the signers could expect similar hostile treatment.22  The 
problems encountered by the signers some two decades after the formation 
of the Methodist Church highlights some fundamental flaws in the church’s 
design and development.

The “union” of the northern and southern churches in 1939 was to be a 
merging of two mighty Methodist streams that together would become an 
even mightier river that, due to its superior numbers and breadth across the 
nation, would not only lend it bragging rights among American Protestants 
but allow it to have an influential voice in guiding the morals and charac-
ter of the nation.  The reunion was bought at the expense of the church’s 
African-American members, who were never expected to enjoy the results of 

21 Joseph T. Reiff, Born of Conviction: White Methodists and Mississippi’s Closed Society (New 
York: Oxford UP, 2016), 289.
22 Reiff, xiv.
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the merger fully.   Morris Davis, whose excellent work analyzing the 1930s 
rhetoric of the Joint Commission on Union, has expressed well the compro-
mise the Central Jurisdiction represented and the perceived gain the white 
advocates of reunion at any cost believed they had attained:

The failure of the Joint Commission—its inability to solve the problem of racial 
membership—shows us clearly the relationship between racial membership and 
concerns about political and national influence.  The fear that white Americans 
outside Methodism would perceive the church to be endorsing inappropriate racial 
equality was greater than the opportunities inherent in becoming the largest and first 
mainline church in America to embrace full racial equality . . . . But even those who 
might have believed, in an idealistic sense, that the new Methodist church would 
better reflect Christian values if it were integrated, were willing to forgo the spiritual 
ideal for one they wanted more—that of a large, powerful, internationally influential 
church that would lead the world’s greatest Christian civilization.23

In some ways, those who thought the price African-Americans paid for re-
union was worthwhile succeeded in ways they did not foresee in 1939.

The Methodist Church did indeed become the nation’s largest Protestant 
Church in 1939, despite the non-merger of the staunchly segregationist 
Southern Methodist Church.  Also, the church did influence the morals and 
character of the nation.  Having the largest Protestant Church build segre-
gation into its constitution gave succor, not only to southern Methodists un-
comfortable with a fully integrated church but to others outside the church 
who wanted to know if Jim Crow could be Christian.  To those who asked 
that question, the Methodist Church with its Central Jurisdiction answered 
with a resounding “Yes!”  By baptizing Jim Crow in the church and hence 
in society as well, Methodists in the north as well as in the south could have 
untroubled consciences regarding segregation, and be even more shocked 
by, disturbed by, and resistant to the reasonable demands being made in the 
late 1950s and 60s by non-violent civil rights demonstrators.  

In her recent work highlighting the conflicts among Methodists in 
Neshoba County, Mississippi, Carol V. R. George accurately states that 
“When the denomination pronounced a blessing on segregation, it made it 
easier for secular leaders in the state to justify their white supremacist poli-
cies.”24  She goes on to further state that Methodist Church segregation

gave added strength to the state white conferences whose members could now un-
apologetically identify themselves as “Christian segregationists,” and merge their 
interests with those of the many segregationist organizations taking root in the state.  
Just as there were two legally defined race-based school systems, there were now 
legally defined race-based Methodist conferences in the state and also the nation.  
The appearance of the CJ publically defined the Methodist denomination as pro-seg-
regation, although operationally black Methodists worshipped as before at black 
Methodist churches and white Methodists at white ones.25

23 Morris L. Davis, The Methodist Unification: Christianity and the Politics of Race in the Jim 
Crow Era (New York: New York UP, 2008), 129.
24 Carol V. R. George, One Mississippi, Two Mississippi: Methodists, Murder, & The Struggle 
for Racial Justice in Neshoba County (New York: Oxford UP, 2015), 62.
25 George, 77.
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Her work is not just a reminder that the victories of the Civil Rights Movement 
were bought with blood, but highlights as well how the color line divid-
ing Methodists in Mississippi actually encouraged violence against black 
Methodists by white Methodists.  We popularly celebrate the role of religion 
in dismantling segregation through the efforts of the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther 
King and others, but we must not dismiss the role of religion in strengthening 
those very same segregationist structures.

Neshoba County, Mississippi, is the place where Andrew Goodman, 
James Chaney, and Michael Schwerner went in the summer of 1964 (the so-
called “Freedom Summer”) to encourage and assist black residents to reg-
ister to vote.  They were to be headquartered at Mt. Zion Methodist Church 
in Longdale, Mississippi, a black church of the Central Jurisdiction.  An 
effective system of surveillance established by state and non-state actors led 
to a raid on the church by masked white supremacists.  Not finding the three 
volunteers, they severely beat several church members and returned later 
that evening, burning the church to the ground.  It was sometime later that 
the three were stopped on the road for an alleged minor infraction and were 
subsequently found dead days later after a massive FBI search.  Cecil Price, 
a deputy sheriff at the time and for a while a member of the Klan, was im-
prisoned for his role in the murders (he was not convicted on state charges 
of murder but on federal charges of violating the victims’ civil rights).  
He attended First Methodist Church in Philadelphia, Mississippi, a white 
Methodist Church in the same county but in the South Central Jurisdiction.26

It should come as no surprise that a number of persons who achieved 
infamy for their efforts at maintaining white supremacy in the 1960s were 
committed Methodists; in states like Alabama and Mississippi, only the 
Southern Baptist church had more members than the Methodists, and the 
overwhelming number of Christians in the south were in either Baptist or 
Methodist Churches.  In Alabama, the notorious Theophilus Eugene “Bull” 
Connor, the Commissioner of Public Safety for the city of Birmingham, was 
a Methodist, as was John Satterfield of Mississippi, hailed by Time magazine 
as “the most prominent segregationist lawyer in the country.”27  Satterfield 
served for a time as president of the American Bar Association, and was 
active in Mississippi, in Washington, DC, and in the Methodist Church.  He 
was regularly elected as a delegate to General Conference, where he man-
aged to defeat or weaken efforts to make the church more inclusive.  He is 
credited with drafting legislation that, had it not been struck down by court 
action, would have allowed Mississippi Methodist churches to withdraw 
from the denomination and retain full rights to their buildings and proper-
ty.  He helped organize MAMML, the Mississippi Association of Methodist 
Ministers and Laymen, primarily a white Citizen’s Council for the church 
that was devoted to shoring up the walls of segregation at every and any 

26 George, 201.
27 Joseph Crespino, In Search of Another Country: Mississippi and the Conservative Counter-
revolution (Princeton: Princeton UP, 2007), 93.
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opportunity.  Its efforts also included opposing the efforts of the apostate 
National Council of Churches and its insidious efforts to combat black pov-
erty and promote interracial cooperation in the Mississippi Delta region.

As the 1960s progressed, it was clear that the maintenance of the segregat-
ed Central Jurisdiction was no longer tenable.  Previous General Conference 
action had allowed for conferences within the Central Jurisdiction to merge 
with co-existing geographic conferences by mutual agreement, and in some 
areas, the Central Jurisdiction was severely weakened as a result.  However, 
“mutual agreement” was not to be had in some areas of the country, and 
when the merger with the Evangelical United Brethren Church mandated the 
end of formal Methodist Church segregation, resistance remained.  Alabama 
Methodists chose one of their most prominent members to represent their 
interests at the uniting conference in Dallas: staunchly segregationist former 
Gov. George Wallace.28  Even with the formation of Black Methodists for 
Church Renewal and the Commission on Religion and Race for the new, 
united church, vestiges of the Central Jurisdiction remained in parts of The 
United Methodist Church (UMC) until the mid-1970s.

As it became increasingly clear that the days of the Central Jurisdiction 
were numbered, just like in 1939, there were white Methodists deter-
mined to avoid further contact with African Americans in the church.  W. J. 
Cunningham served for a short time as pastor of Galloway Methodist Church 
in Jackson, Mississippi.  He succeeded W. B. Selah, the church’s longtime 
pastor who left in the wake of the Born of Conviction conflict.  (Though 
he supported segregation, he admitted that there were no grounds on which 
he could refuse an African American who presented herself for member-
ship, and resigned when the church board mandated a policy of segregation.)  
Cunningham’s short tenure took place during what perhaps has been the 
most tumultuous time in that church’s history.  Here he describes an experi-
ence from the spring of 1965:

For centuries the Sunday after Easter was called Low Sunday in the Christian calen-
dar, the anti-climax after Easter.  But Galloway’s lowest Sunday ever, in my opinion, 
was June 20, 1965, when a large number of its leading members met apart from 
the church in a coalition to withdraw permanently.  The announced purpose of this 
greater schism was to establish a new denomination and, beyond that, to withdraw 
both the North Mississippi and Mississippi Annual Conferences from the Methodist 
Church.  This was the beginning of the Independent Methodist Church, so-called at 
the time, with two congregations in Jackson and others scattered over the state, the 
largest being composed of former members of Galloway.29

The Association of Independent Methodists continues to exist, although the 
“flagship” church established by several hundred former Galloway mem-
bers has not survived.  Their current website hails their congregational polity 
upon which they claim to have grafted Wesleyan theology; it says nothing 

28 Donald E. Collins, When the Church Bell Rang Racist: The Methodist Church and the Civil 
Rights Movement in Alabama (Macon, GA: Mercer UP, 1998).
29 W. J. Cunningham, Agony at Galloway: One Church’s Struggle with Social Change (Jackson, 
MS: U of Mississippi P, 1980), 62.



Non-Merging Streams 107

about the segregationist impulses that brought it into existence, which would 
not have surprised Cunningham.30  He observed that

It is strange that no public news media reported the new denomination as being 
established for racial segregation.  The recognition of “John Wesley Methodism in 
Mississippi,” “the social gospel,” and the NCC aside, the new denomination was 
founded for reasons of racial segregation.  All the dissatisfactions named by the 
founders were real enough to them; but this is a fact: if Galloway, Capitol Street, 
and St. Luke’s Methodist Churches could have remained permanently segregated 
as a Methodist principle, the Independent Methodists would have had no reason for 
being.31

As stated, those hoping that a merged Methodist Church in 1939 would in-
fluence the nation’s morals and character succeeded in rather unhelpful ways.  
Another motivation was to claim status as the nation’s largest Protestant de-
nomination.  On that score, they succeeded for a time.  According to the 
figures reported in the Statistical Abstract of the United States, in 1944, there 
were 5,667,926 Southern Baptists to 8,046,120 members in The Methodist 
Church.32  By 1963, in the midst of the Civil Rights Movement when the end 
of the Central Jurisdiction more and more appeared to be inevitable, there 
were 7,607,000 Southern Baptists to 6,846,000 in The Methodist Church.33  
As the Civil Rights Movement got underway in the late 50s, through the 
60s, and into the 70s, Southern Baptists gained members as The Methodist 
Church lost members.  A much more sophisticated analysis of this member-
ship data is required in order to form firm conclusions, but could it be that the 
conversations and other efforts about fully including African Americans in 
the life of the Methodist Church encouraged an exodus of members?  It may 
be that Methodist Church members left not only to start new churches affil-
iated with the Southern Methodist, Association of Independent Methodists 
or a handful of other small congregational style “Methodist” denominations 
and associations but to join already-established Southern Baptist Churches.  
That denomination has not suffered the pains of reconciling with Black 
Baptists or, for that matter, northern, American Baptists, since its founding 
in the 1840s.

It may be that what the advocates of reunion in 1939 sacrificed African 
Americans to get was lost when finally forced to confront the reality of hav-
ing African-American members.  The formation of the Central Jurisdiction 
may have simply delayed the inevitable.  It certainly did not promote deep 

30 See Association of Independent Methodists, accessed October 15, 2018, http://aim2020.com.  
The church claims partnership and cooperation with The Methodist Protestant Church and The 
Congregational Methodist Church; see “AIM Links,” Association of Independent Methodists, 
accessed October 15, 2018, http://aim2020.com/resources.
31 Cunningham, 63–64.
32 Statistical Abstract of the United States (1946), 65, United States Census Bureau, ac-
cessed October 20, 2018, https://www2.census.gov/library/publications/1946/compendia/
statab/67ed/1946-02.pdf.
33 Statistical Abstract of the United States (1965), 41, United States Census Bureau, ac-
cessed October 20, 2018, https://www2.census.gov/library/publications/1965/compendia/
statab/86ed/1965-02.pdf.  By 1974, Methodists had shrunk further to 4,930,000.
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and meaningful interracial dialogue among Methodists, either then or now.  
In addition to losing white members with the dissolution of the Central 
Jurisdiction, the church also lost 140,000 African-American members.34  Of 
course, had there been no Central Jurisdiction and perhaps as well no “unit-
ed” Methodist Church, there is no reason to believe that the numbers reflect-
ed in today’s UMC would be any more robust; but the church of whatever 
size would not have to account for its capitulation to racist ideals in exchange 
for a fleeting 20 years of numerical supremacy and a dubious bid for moral 
influence.

The diversity that does exist in the UMC offers a great opportunity for 
Methodists to learn from each other across a host of lines, including racial, 
economic, and ethnic.  It is at least theoretically possible for Methodists to 
listen to one another across boundaries and to open hearts to other stories 
and points of view.  Methodists have the chance to, in the words of the early 
British Methodist John Fawcett,

share each other’s woes, 
our mutual burdens bear;
and often for each other flows 
a sympathizing tear.35

Yet as early as 1982, Roy I. Sano decried the compartmentalization of United 
Methodists into homogeneous churches:

Today few whites, who comprise the overwhelming majority in the United Methodist 
Church, have firsthand knowledge or sustained interaction with racial and ethnic 
minorities.  Except for a few who have occasion to move outside their enclaves 
and outposts, the white membership has little opportunity to question or correct the 
shocking and soothing images of colorful peoples used by the media to sell news and 
entertainment.  Ethnic minorities and their counterparts in the Third World are there-
fore perceived as threats or depicted in unrealistically exotic and romantic terms.  In 
either case, social distance minimizes communication.36

Despite the dissolution of the Central Jurisdiction, a true merging of blacks 
and whites within the church did not occur, and it does not appear that things 
have improved much since then.  In its 2014 Religious Landscape Study, 
the Pew Research Center examined the diversity of 30 religious groups in 
the United States.  The UMC is number 26 on the list, just behind Hindus.37

Retreating into comfortable corners not only inhibits the growth of indi-
vidual church members but also inhibits the growth of the church and its abil-

34 John G. McEllhenney, ed., United Methodism in America: A Compact History (Nashville, 
Abingdon Press, 1992), 147.
35 Verse 3 of “Blest Be the Tie That Binds,” #557 in The United Methodist Hymnal (Nashville: 
United Methodist Publishing House, 1989).  For background on Fawcett, see Carlton R. Young, 
Companion to the United Methodist Hymnal (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1993), 748.
36 Roy I. Sano, From Every Nation Without Number: Racial and Ethnic Diversity in United 
Methodism (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1982), 14–15.
37 Michael Lipka, “The Most and Least Racially Diverse U.S. Religious Groups,” Fact Tank, 
Pew Research Center, July 27, 2015, accessed October 1, 2018, http://www.pewresearch.org/
fact-tank/2015/07/27/the-most-and-least-racially-diverse-u-s-religious-groups/.  Seventh-Day 
Adventists, Muslims, and Jehovah Witnesses captured the top three spots, in that order.
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ity to lead society into new ways of understanding and appreciating diversity.  
Had the UMC and its predecessor bodies ever effected a true merger with its 
African-American members, both the church and the nation may have been 
transformed.  In addressing the solid support the current president has among 
white evangelicals, Seth Dowland points to decades of church segregation.  
He claims, “Though African-American believers largely shared the biblical 
and theological views of white Protestants, white and black Christians did 
not worship together or view the world or the faith the same way.” He goes 
on to state as well that “The racial segregation of American Protestantism 
facilitated deeper commingling of racist beliefs with evangelical religion.”38 

Today’s circumstances have deep roots in the twentieth and even late 
nineteenth centuries.  Though Dowland focuses on the American evangelical 
movement, he may well have been discussing the Methodist Church itself: 
“the late nineteenth-century reunification of northern and southern white 
Protestants embedded a politics of whiteness on the evangelical coalition. 
By the 1960s, white evangelicals had spent decades sacralizing Jim Crow.”  
Dowland concludes that although theology continues to play a role in defin-
ing evangelicals “whiteness” and “conservative politics” are key markers:

Evangelicals are not any whiter, demographically, than mainliners or Mormons. 
But they have rallied around Trump to defend a white Protestant nation. They have 
proven to be loyal foot soldiers in the battle against undocumented immigrants and 
Muslims. The triumph of gay rights, the persistence of legal abortion, and the elec-
tion of Barack Obama signaled to them a need to fight for the America they once 
knew. The history of American evangelicalism shows us a group of believers who 
find the most in common when it comes to race and politics.39

Whereas in the 1960s it was not possible for a Ku Klux Klan endorsed 
presidential candidate to receive the nomination of a major political party or 
mount a credible campaign as an independent, the fact that such a candidate 
could actually be elected in the second decade of the twenty-first century is 
a stark indication of the country’s deepening racial divide.40  The UMC and 
its predecessors contributed to that divide, and nursed an Attorney General 
who has ripped brown immigrant children from their parents and decried 
consent decrees designed to have local police agencies respect the consti-
tutional rights of black citizens; his appeal to “law and order” echoes the 
racially coded claims made by his Methodist predecessor from Alabama, 
George Wallace, as he sought to distance himself from his overt segregation-
ist position.41  The presence of African Americans in the church appears to in 

38 Seth Dowland, “American Evangelicalism and the Politics of Whitenes,” Christian Century, 
June 19, 2018, accessed July 5, 2018, https://www.christiancentury.org/article/critical-essay/
american-evangelicalism-and-politics-whiteness, accessed 7/5/18.
39 Dowland.
40 George Wallace ran in the Democratic presidential primary in 1964 and 1972, and mounted a 
campaign as an independent in 1968.
41 George Wallace’s appeal to “law and order” as a euphemism for maintaining white supremacy 
has been discussed in a number of treatments.  For a recent one that ties the term to the re-
cent presidential campaign, see “From Wallace To Trump, The Evolution of “Law And Order,” 
FiveThirthyEight, ABC News, March 13, 2016, accessed October 17, 2018, https://fivethirtye-
ight.com/features/from-wallace-to-trump-the-evolution-of-law-and-order/.
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no way have influenced policies and practices with clear racial implications.
To be fair, the history of race in American Methodism includes the pro-

phetic and courageous witness of Gilbert Haven in the nineteenth century; 
the interracial work of Belle Bennett, Bertha Newell, Bessie Alford, Louise 
Young, and other women in the MECS, at the onset of the twentieth century; 
the Rev. Ed King, an avid supporter of the Civil Rights Movement who was 
voted out of his Mississippi Methodist Conference as a consequence and 
became the first white clergyperson in the Central Jurisdiction; and others 
known and unknown who worked across the color line in the effort to build a 
truly inclusive church.42  Certainly the eventual end of the Central Jurisdiction 
could not have happened had not a critical mass of white Methodists stepped 
up and grown over time to force change.  However, that history also bears 
witness that, by far, most of those noble efforts did not succeed in altering the 
official actions of the church.

As the UMC looks ahead to 2019 and a historic General Conference that 
will further test the church’s commitment to inclusiveness, it remains to be 
seen if its current level of diversity has engendered the level of trust need-
ed for conversations over sexual orientation to be had without prompting 
acrimonious division.  Will the church lead the nation into Christian ways 
of embracing difference without being divisive?  Or will the church instead 
take its cues from a highly polarized secular society?  Time will tell.  Perhaps 
someday, with the help of the Holy Spirit, Methodists will take a lesson from 
history and learn how to engage each other with true respect and love.

42 See William B. Gravely, Gilbert Haven, Methodist Abolitionist (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 
1973); John Patrick McDowell, The Social Gospel in the South: The Woman’s Home Mission 
Movement in the Methodist Episcopal Church, South, 1886–1939 (Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana 
State UP, 1982); for Ed King, see Reiff, 158.


