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: Words Empty and Hollow?

Words Empty and Hollow? The Brethren in Christ Church
and the Challenge of Race, 1967-1975
By David Weaver-Zercher*

Three weeks before Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated in 1968, an
article appeared in the Evangelical Visitor titled “Integration is a Naughty
Word.” Written by James R. Engle, the young, white pastor of Valley
Chapel Brethren in Christ Church, the article highlighted the unique racial
dynamics in Engle’s integrated Canton, Ohio, congregation. Aware that
his congregation had become known throughout the denomination for its
interracial makeup, Engle expressed some discomfort with that renown. “It
is true that we are racially integrated,” he wrote, “but to us this does not
seem so spectacular. In a way we almost prefer not to mention it, because
the very underlining of the statement implies a distinction between Negro
and white which ceases to exist among friends.” According to Engle, his
parishioners’ shared Christian faith had rendered the “problems of race”
unimportant to them, at least in their everyday church life. “Rather than
making a self-conscious attempt to deal with problems of race . . . we are
simply trying to be a group which practices the love and acceptance we have
learned from Christ.”1
It’s likely that Engle’s Brethren in Christ readers were inspired by his
view of the Christian faith as a life-changing gospel, one that enabled its
adherents to transcend social distinctions that would otherwise separate
them. Indeed, as much as Engle sought to downplay what was happening

* David Weaver-Zercher is Professor of American Religious History at Messiah University, Mechanicsburg,
PA. The research that resulted in this article and the previous one was funded by the Christian Lesher Fellows Program and the Sider Grants Program, both administered by the E. Morris and Leone Sider Institute
for Anabaptist, Pietist, and Wesleyan Studies at Messiah University. Part One appeared in the December
2021 edition of the journal.
T James R. Engle, “Integration Is a Naughty Word at Valley Chapel, Canton, Ohio,” Evangelical Visitor,
March 11, 1968, 5.
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Congregational fellowship at Valley Chapel Brethren in Christ Church, Canton, OH, 1962.
Photo courtesy of Brethren in Christ Historical Library and Archives.

at Valley Chapel (“to us this does not seem so spectacular”), the gist of his
article was that, in a nation deeply divided by race, Valley Chapel had done
something remarkable: it had built an interracial community marked by
loving, reciprocal relationships. And while it’s tempting to dismiss Engle’s
assessment of Valley Chapel as white Pollyannaism, especially when he
implies the complete eradication of social distinctions, a black Valley
Chapel member, writing in the same issue of the Visitor, offered up a very
similar message. “We [at Valley Chapel] do not discriminate people on the
grounds of what color their skin,” observed teenager Allen Givens. “Racial
difference is seldom mentioned, because we hardly think about it.”2
It’s conceivable that conversations about race were rare inside Valley
Chapel’s walls, but the realities of the larger society, racially fraught and
increasingly tense, were never far away. In the spring of 1968, proponents
of Black Power were calling for more assertive responses to American
racism than they saw in Martin Luther King Jr., and urban uprisings had

2

Allen Givens, “How Valley Chapel Has Influenced Me,” Evangelical Visitor, March 11, 1968, 5-6.
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Valley Chapel Bible quiz team at the 1968 General Conference, Niagara Christian College.
Photo courtesy of Brethren in Christ Historical Library and Archives.

become a regular occurrence. Of this Pastor Engle was fully aware: in his
Visitor article, he refers to Stokely Carmichael and H. Rap Brown by name,
making sure to tell his Brethren in Christ readers that the only thing his
black parishioners have in common with Carmichael and Brown “is their
skin color.”3 Even so, the two black Valley Chapel contributors to the Visitor
(Givens and another teenager, Michael Watkins) make it clear that America
is not as it should be.4 Some whites stereotype them as thugs; other whites
brand them as stupid, not worthy of the grades they are earning in school.
Even churchgoing white Americans keep their distance, a reality that came
home to them when they attended a chapel service on a visit to Messiah
College.5 Their praise for Valley Chapel is effusive, but between the cracks
Engle, “Integration is a Naughty Word,” 5. For a history of Black Power, see Peniel E. Joseph, Waiting
’Til the Midnight Hour: A Narrative History of Black Power in America (New York: Henry Holt and
Company, 2006).
4
Michael Watkins, “How I Got Started at Valley Chapel,” Evangelical Visitor, March 11, 1968, 6.
5
Engle describes the school the boys visited as a “church college” with “enrollment about 450 in eastern
Pennsylvania” (p. 5). According to Paul Nisly’s history, Messiah College’s student FTE in 1967 was 427,
which means its head count that year would have been around 450. See Paul W. Nisly, Shared Faith,
Bold Vision, Enduring Promise: The Maturing Years of Messiah College (Grantham, PA: Messiah College,
2010), 26.
3
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they seem to be asking a question that Engle doesn’t address: in the America
they inhabit, one that would soon witness the killing of Martin Luther King
Jr. and then elect a race-baiting president, is a loving congregation refuge
enough?6
This article, the second of two that explores the Brethren in Christ
response to the Civil Rights Movement, picks up the story in 1967, just
a few months before the Valley Chapel stories appeared in the Visitor.
In my earlier piece, which focused on the previous fifteen-year period
(1950-1965), I considered the denomination’s growing sense that, despite
its overwhelming whiteness, and despite its historic reticence to address
large-scale social problems, it might have something to say with respect
to the nation’s “race problem.”7 This dawning sensibility, prompted by the
burgeoning Civil Rights Movement, culminated in two denominational
statements. The first statement, adopted in 1963, lamented America’s history
of racism and expressed “sympathy” for the equality- and opportunityseeking aspirations of black Americans.8 The second statement, adopted
one year later, reaffirmed the 1963 statement, but it focused mostly on the
actions of civil rights activists, accusing them of inciting “mass hysteria”
and calling on Brethren in Christ people to eschew demonstrations, sitins, and the like, and instead to pursue lives of “spiritual poise, Christian
dignity, and truthful calmness.”9
The second denominational statement, which sought to clarify what
good Brethren in Christ people shouldn’t do to shape the larger society,
was intended to be the last word on the matter, but it wasn’t. Not only did

On Richard Nixon’s race-baiting ways, see Carol Anderson, White Rage: The Unspoken Truth of Our
Racial Divide (New York: Bloomsbury, 2016), 103-105.
7
The phrase “race problem” is problematic, for it suggests that racial difference was the problem and/
or that both races were equally culpable for whatever problems, conflicts, or controversies were being
considered or, even worse, that the presence of black people in America was itself the problem. In fact,
the problems that existed were almost all rooted in the racist assumptions and actions of white people,
both past and present. Still, at the time, all of this was gathered under the banner of the “race problem,”
so I’ll also employ that phrase. Although I do not typically enclose the phrase in quotation marks, it
may be helpful for readers to do so in their minds, since the phrase is almost always referencing its
historical usage.
8
“Statement on Race Relations,” Minutes of the Ninety-Third Annual General Conference of the Brethren
in Christ Church, Article XV, June 12-17, 1963, 45-46.
9
“Racial Question,” Minutes of the Ninety-Fourth Annual General Conference of the Brethren in Christ
Church, Article XXI, June 10-15, 1964, 73.
6
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the events of the late 1960s call for renewed consideration and revised
responses, but the denomination itself was changing, with young adults
coming of age who felt empowered to make their contrarian views known.
In addition to these generational dynamics, there was also a growing sense
among some that the denomination’s original strategy for addressing
America’s race problem—starting Brethren in Christ churches in black
communities—was not going to be effective and, indeed, might create as
many problems as it would solve. Perhaps the better route would be to craft
alliances with African-American Christians who knew their communities
better than did white evangelical outsiders with soul-saving intentions. Or
perhaps, said some, addressing the nation’s social ills required rectifying
injustices that infected the heart of American society, not simply changing
the hearts of sinful individuals.10
This latter question—whether the church ought to be about the business
of working for social justice—would make its way into the denomination’s
discussions on race as the 1960s gave way to the 1970s. To be sure, the
activists who pushed a more socially engaged agenda on the issue of race
were always in the minority, outnumbered by conversionists who found
the activists’ concerns peripheral to the church’s real mission of starting
churches, sending missionaries, and saving souls. That said, the activists
did succeed for a time in making racial justice work a denominational
preoccupation—if never a high priority—and their energy sometimes
rallied others beyond the denomination to embrace their anti-racist cause.
This article tells their story.
Taking stock and questioning assumptions, 1967-1968
America’s social and political landscape in the late 1960s was very
different from what it had been just a few years earlier. With the passage
of the Civil Rights Acts of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965, many
white Americans believed that blacks had gotten what they wanted—equal
justice under the law—and it was time to move on. But America’s racial

For a broader lens on the Brethren in Christ social conscience during this time, see Devin C.
Manzullo-Thomas, “Born-Again Brethren in Christ: Anabaptism, Evangelicalism, and the Cultural
Transformation of a Plain People,” Mennonite Quarterly Review 90, no. 2 (April 2016): 203-237.
10
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reckoning was far from over, a reality that became clear when Martin Luther
King Jr. moved his activism north, to the cities where blacks continued to
be segregated into ghettoes bereft of jobs, adequate housing, and decent
schools. “I think the people of Mississippi ought to come to Chicago to
learn how to hate,” King quipped after leading a Chicagoland march in
1966, a reference to the city’s white counter-protesters who threatened his
life at every turn. A few months earlier, in August 1965, the first of many
urban rebellions had lit up the Los Angeles neighborhood of Watts, a
rebellion spurred along by Black Power leaders who shared and validated
the rebels’ rage. As 1966 turned into 1967, images of burning cities were
joined by other scenes of domestic unrest: people marching in opposition
to the Vietnam War. In October 1967, 50,000 protesters marched from the
Lincoln Memorial to the Pentagon, where they were met by soldiers who
used tear gas and rifle butts to beat them back. America was coming apart,
or so it seemed, making way for the law-and-order rhetoric of Richard M.
Nixon, who promised voters that he would put an end to the disturbances
they were seeing nightly on the six o’clock news.11
In the midst of all this, Brethren in Christ leaders were both pleased
and inspired by the example of Valley Chapel, the rare North American
congregation that was somehow transcending the black-white racial
divide. Hoping to make Valley Chapel less exceptional, and captivated
by the idea that integrating its congregations would help to remediate
America’s race problem, the denomination decided to take stock of its
existing congregations. More specifically, the denomination’s Committee
on Economic and Social Relations mailed a survey in early 1968 to every
Brethren in Christ congregation in the United States and Canada, inquiring
about their potential for racial integration.12 The survey was poorly
designed (one question implied that many churches’ efforts at integration

For Nixon’s campaign rhetoric, see Lewis Chester, Godfrey Hodgson, and Bruce Page, An American
Melodrama: The Presidential Campaign of 1968 (New York: Viking Press, 1969), 681-683.
12
Members of the committee were Wilmer Heisey, Richard Barr, William Boyer, Glenn Ginder, Warren
Sherman, Rupert Turman, and David VanderBent. In December 1966 the committee met to discuss
how it might engage Brethren in Christ churches in various social problems. Warren Sherman was
identified as the point person on the topic of race relations, and he appears to have taken the lead in
designing and administering the survey.
11
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were “insincere”), and though the response rate was high, the results
failed to inform any denomination-wide decisions on how to advance
integration.13 In fact, the survey served mostly to confirm the sense that
integrating already existing Brethren in Christ congregations, which were
situated in predominantly white towns and neighborhoods, was practically
impossible.14
The most telling part of the survey, which was proposed in 1966,
developed in 1967, and sent out in early 1968, came at the very end: a chance
for pastors and congregational leaders to express their views on the proper
Brethren in Christ approach to ameliorating America’s racial divide. “Some
[Christians] have prayer vigils, some silent demonstrations, some marches
on centers of government, and some appear to do nothing,” the survey
noted, before inviting respondents to offer their views on which of these
approaches aligned with “our denominational heritage.” The respondents’
answers no longer exist, but the query itself indicates that the question was
still an open one: was it appropriate or not for Brethren in Christ people
to engage in activist forms of protest or politicking with respect to racial
inequality and black civil rights?15
This question was both open enough and important enough that it
became the topic of a one-day seminar sponsored by the Board for Missions
and held at Messiah College during the last week of 1967. The seminar’s
planners invited John E. Zercher, the Princeton Seminary-educated editor
of the Evangelical Visitor, to talk on the topic, which he did via a presentation
titled “Civil Rights and Responsibilities in the Christian Ethic.” Why
Zercher was chosen to speak on this topic is not clear, though it’s possible
that, at age 51, he was seen as a mediator between the church’s old guard

A copy of the survey can be found in the Commission on Peace and Social Concerns Collection, File:
Committee on Economic and Social Relations, 1966-1970, Brethren in Christ Historical Library and
Archives (hereafter, BIC Archives).
14
The committee’s report on the survey conceded that “most of the 75 percent who responded do not
face immediately the possibility of integration in their congregations.” “Report of the Committee on
Economic and Social Relations,” Minutes of the Ninety-Eighth Annual General Conference of the Brethren in Christ Church, July 3-7, 1968, Article XIV, p. 30.
15
The Committee’s report to the 1968 General Conference did not answer this question, though it did
call for “bold, scriptural, prophetic preaching to educate our people to the absurd and unchristian nature of racial discrimination.” “Report of the Committee on Economic and Social Relations,” 30.
13
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and some of its younger, up-andcoming leaders. For the previous
eight years, Zercher had been the
manager of Evangel Press, hiring
workers and signing paychecks, but
in September 1967 he had assumed
the more influential editor’s role,
replacing the recently elected
Central Conference bishop, John N.
Hostetter. Now, just three months
into his new role, Zercher had a
prime opportunity to shape people’s
thinking about America’s race
John Zercher at the 1967 General Conference, problem, including the propriety
Memorial Holiness Camp. Photo courtesy of public protest and other forms
of Brethren in Christ Historical Library and
of political engagement.16
Archives.
As would become his trademark as the Visitor’s editor, Zercher took a moderate stance on these issues,
but one that endorsed a more progressive, activist approach than most
other Brethren in Christ leaders were willing to abide. Zercher opened his
talk by offering a brief biblical case for universal human rights, concluding
that “whatever deprives a man of human dignity” must be the church’s
concern.17 The question, he said, was not whether the church should be
concerned about racism, but rather how the church should act given the fact
that American blacks had suffered, and were continuing to suffer, from the
scourge of racial oppression. Speaking out against racism as individuals was
good, Zercher said, but that wasn’t enough. The church as a body should be
In the interest of full disclosure: John Zercher was my father. He died in 1979, when I was only
eighteen years old, and I don’t recall discussing race or the Civil Rights Movement with him at any
length. Writing about one’s ancestors is always complicated—though, to be honest, it’s hard for me to
write Brethren in Christ history without mentioning at least one of my Zercher, Engle, Hostetter, or
Hess relatives (my maternal grandfather, Henry Hostetter, appears later in this article). I’ve tried to be
evenhanded in assessing my father’s work, but I can’t tell the whole story, and I can’t be unbiased. I invite
others to correct my mistakes, oversights, and misinterpretations.
17
John E. Zercher, “Civil Rights and Responsibilities in the Christian Ethic,” 1967, 2. A typewritten
manuscript of Zercher’s talk, along with the missions seminar schedule, can be found in John E. and
Alice Grace Zercher Papers, MG 55.17.09, BIC Archives.
16
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willing to express itself, because the church’s silence in the face of injustice
“is properly interpreted as consent.” The silence of the German church in
response to Nazism was a clear abdication of the church’s mission, said
Zercher, and the oppression of black people in twentieth-century America
represented another moment when “the Church dare not be silent.”18
Zercher then dug into the debate over law and order, a debate that
pitted civil rights protesters against not only the police, but also against
white evangelicals who had long been critical of the protesters’ tactics and
were now even more critical of urban rebellions. Zercher set the terms for
this debate by quoting Jesus’ statement that his followers should “render to
Caesar the things that are Caesar’s and to God the things that are God’s.”19
The problem, Zercher said, is that it’s not always easy to discern what
belongs to Caesar and what belongs to God. To be sure, the Apostle Paul
instructed Roman Christians to be subject to the governing authorities
who, as Paul said, “are not a terror to good works but to the evil.”20 But these
instructions, Zercher said, assumed an ideal world in which the authorities
ruled with an eye toward justice. The world was not ideal, however, and
history (including, said Zercher, the history of “our forefathers who fled
Europe”) offered many examples in which the rulers were in fact terrors
to good works. “Subjection and respect for governmental authority does
not mean for a Christian total and unquestioning obedience,” concluded
Zercher, opening the door ever so slightly for civilly disobedient actions.21
With this door set ajar, Zercher moved to the final section of his talk,
which identified the practical implications of his analysis. Offering charity
to impoverished black residents a la urban missions is not enough, said
Zercher, who advocated a more robust approach to rectifying America’s
racial injustices. Christian love means enabling our needy neighbors to
“realize the God-given aspirations that come to a person created in the
image of God,” and that in turn means understanding and then addressing
“the deep-rooted causes of our racial problem.”22 In Zercher’s view,

18
19
20
21
22

Zercher, “Civil Rights and Responsibilities,” 3.
Zercher, “Civil Rights and Responsibilities,” 3. Jesus’ quotation is from Mark 12:17, KJV.
Zercher, “Civil Rights and Responsibilities,” 3. Paul’s quotation is from Romans 13:3, KJV.
Zercher, “Civil Rights and Responsibilities,” 3.
Zercher, “Civil Rights and Responsibilities,” 4.
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Brethren in Christ people were too often quick to blame black people for
their poverty, a blame game that was both ignorant of American history
and blatantly unchristian. Rather than blaming the victims of American
racism, said Zercher, Brethren in Christ people should seek solutions that
dignify their black neighbors, bind up their wounds, and bring redemption
in places where little hope resides. “This is no longer the time to march,”
said Zercher, who assumed that marching exposed problems but did not
necessarily solve them; at the same time, he said, “we should not too quickly
condemn those who did [march].” In fact, “we very likely would not be
discussing this subject today if someone had not marched in Selma,” a
reference to the voting rights marches that had taken place two years earlier
in Selma, Alabama.23 And what about civil disobedience? “It seems to me
that the church needs to be very clear on obedience and respect for law and
order,” said Zercher, “[but] it needs to be equally clear that there is a limit to
the demands which a state can make upon Christian loyalties.”24
In the end, Zercher did not urge his listeners to join forces with civil
rights activists (or antiwar protesters, for that matter), but neither did he
condemn those who engaged in that sort of work. In fact, he seemed to
be sympathetic to civil rights activism as a means to get white Americans
to pay attention to a problem they had long ignored; and he lamented the
fact that, even after fifteen years of such activism, many white evangelicals
were continuing to ignore the problem. As evidence, he referenced a new
book, The Church in Mission, which, he said, had recently been published
by a “strongly evangelical” Christian denomination. The book contained
a lengthy topical index, but when Zercher scanned the index, he couldn’t
find the terms “racial,” “Negro,” or “civil rights.” How, Zercher asked, could
a Christian denomination produce a book called The Church in Mission in
1967 and not even mention the problem of American racism? He hoped the
Brethren in Christ could do better.25
Three and a half months later, two weeks after the assassination of
Martin Luther King Jr., Zercher addressed the topic of American racism

Zercher, “Civil Rights and Responsibilities,” 4-5. For details on the Selma to Montgomery march, see
Charles Fager, Selma, 1965: The March That Changed the South (Boston: Beacon Press, 1985).
24
Zercher, “Civil Rights and Responsibilities,” 5.
25
Zercher, “Civil Rights and Responsibilities,” 5.
23
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once again, only this time it was in the pages of the Visitor. “Many have
had trouble with [King’s] doctrine of non-violence,” Zercher wrote, a
reference to those in the denomination and beyond who opposed King’s
use of nonviolence as a political strategy, and who likely opposed King’s
activism in other ways.26 Zercher was having none of it. “What should he
have done?” he demanded. “We who live in the comfort and security of
our rural and suburban communities and know nothing of the frustrations,
squalor, and hopelessness of the Negro . . . are hardly in a position to be
overly critical.”27 Zercher continued:
We have had a century to right the wrongs inflicted upon the Negro.
We have had a century to provide justice and equality for him. For
those one hundred years we have pledged allegiance to the flag and
concluded with “liberty and justice for all”—and we have not really
meant it. As Christians we have talked about love for neighbor, and
these words have sounded empty and hollow.”28
Zercher went on to praise King, who demonstrated “what it means to be
willing to die for what one believes rather than to kill,” a lesson, Zercher
said, that came directly “from the pages of the New Testament.” As he drew
his editorial to a close, he quoted Luke 4:16-19, where Jesus identifies his
mission as one who was sent to “set at liberty them that are bruised.” In light
of Jesus’s mission, Zercher concluded, “it seems rather obvious to me as to
which side we as Christians and the Christian Church ought to be.”29
Today, in an age when Americans celebrate King with a national holiday
and thrill to his “I Have a Dream” speech, it’s easy to underestimate the
audacity of Zercher’s editorial. In April 1968, King was deeply disliked by
a majority of white Americans, and particularly by white evangelicals, who

John E. Zercher, “Thoughts on Memphis,” Evangelical Visitor, April 22, 1968, 2. A month earlier, in a
letter to the editor of Christianity Today, Zercher questioned Christianity Today’s criticism of King and
other ministers who advocated for black civil rights. Zercher wondered how Christianity Today could
give white Protestant ministers a free pass “to denounce violence in the streets” while, at the same time,
criticizing King for denouncing “the conditions which breed violence and disrespect for law.” John E.
Zercher, letter to Christianity Today, March 18, 1968. John E. Zercher and Alice Grace (Hostetter) Zercher Papers, MG 55.19.15, BIC Archives.
27
Zercher, “Thoughts on Memphis,” 2.
28
Zercher, “Thoughts on Memphis,” 2. Zercher was wrong about pledging allegiance for one hundred
years; the Pledge of Allegiance was formulated in 1892, so he should have said “for seventy-five years…”
29
Zercher, “Thoughts on Memphis,” 2.
26
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disapproved of his civil rights efforts by large margins.30 Given his white
conservative readership, Zercher could have chosen a safer road, lamenting
King’s assassination as a sign of troubled times and offering sympathy to
his grieving family. Instead, he compared King’s mission to Jesus’s mission,
and he rebuked those who dared to criticize King’s efforts. More than that,
he suggested that simply talking about love of neighbor without addressing
America’s deep-seated racial injustices—or, worse yet, sending white
missionaries into black neighborhoods without welcoming black families
into white neighborhoods—fell far short of a truly Christian response.31
Not everyone in the denomination was ready to consider a more socially
engaged approach to confront American racism, but some were, and they
would soon push the denomination to do more.
The end of the Chicago Mission, 1968
Even as integration surveys were being sent out to Brethren in Christ
pastors, and even as denominational leaders were holding seminars to
ponder civil rights activism, the denomination’s most sustained attempt
at doing urban ministry was grinding to a halt. Founded in 1894, the
Chicago Mission had served an overwhelmingly white clientele for nearly
seventy years. But in the late 1950s, changing neighborhood demographics,
driven by white flight to the suburbs and segregationist housing policies,
prompted a new question with respect to the venerable mission: how should
the Brethren in Christ do ministry in a racially mixed neighborhood that,
with each passing year, was increasingly black?32 As we saw in the previous
issue of Brethren in Christ History and Life, the Board of Home Mission and
Extension’s initial answer to this question, in 1960, was that the Chicago

Sheldon Appleton, “Martin Luther King in Life…and Memory,” The Public Perspective, February/
March 1995, 11-13, 47-48. In a Gallup survey conducted in 1966, more than two-thirds of the respondents rated King negatively, and 41 percent gave him the lowest possible rating (-5) on a ten-point scale.
Comparing King’s ratings to the ratings of hundreds of other public figures, Appleton concludes, “It is
difficult to find American public figures viewed as negatively as King” (47).
31
Zercher, “Thoughts on Memphis,” 2. Zercher alleged that white people often ministered to black
people on the condition that blacks “stay where they belong.”
32
For the policies and practices that produced a racially segregated Chicago, see Arnold R. Hirsch,
Making the Second Ghetto: Race and Housing in Chicago, 1940-1960 (New York: Cambridge University
Press, 1983).
30
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Mission should continue to serve its traditionally white clientele and, only
at some future point, “consider the advisability of developing a Negro
mission.”33 In other words, operating an integrated Brethren in Christ
mission in this particular neighborhood was deemed impractical, if not
impossible.
The decision to maintain the status quo, a decision justified on the
grounds that the mission’s white participants would not abide an integrated
ministry, proved to be a poor one. From 1960 to 1966, the neighborhood
around the Chicago Mission continued to change, so much so that the
idea of operating a mission for white people (who were now scarce in
the neighborhood) became untenable. In September 1966 the mission
as originally conceived was closed in view of making a fresh start with a
revised focus.34 Charles (Jr.) and Ruth Rife, working under the auspices
of the church’s Central Conference, moved into the building with the goal
of ministering to “underprivileged Negro children and teenagers.”35 The
Rifes, who had previously worked in the denomination’s Bronx Mission,
had some initial success in developing an evangelism-oriented Good News
Club, which averaged about fifty children in attendance after about four
months.36 In the summer of 1967, students from both Messiah College and
the nearby Wheaton College traveled to Chicago to assist with door-todoor evangelism and drum up interest in the ministry’s other programs,
which included sewing lessons, cooking classes, basketball games, and
Bible studies.37 According to a report published in the denomination’s 1968
Handbook of Missions, approximately forty neighborhood residents made
decisions for Christ in the first half of 1967.38

Formed by the Board of Home Mission and Extension, a five-person committee met on August 2,
1960, to consider the mission’s future. See “Report of Committee Concerning Chicago Mission,” Secretary of Home Ministries Collection, File: Urban Study, BIC Archives. Members of the committee were
Andrew Slagenweit (chair), Carl Ulery, Carl Carlson, Richard Brinnehl, and Albert Engle.
34
“Developments Concerning the Work in Chicago,” Chicago Mission Collection, V-11-1.5, File: Chicago Mission Analysis, BIC Archives.
35
1967 Handbook of Missions, Fiftieth Annual Edition (n.p.: Brethren in Christ Church, 1967), 63.
36
1967 Handbook of Missions, 63.
37
For a report from one of the students engaged in what the student called “the cutting edge of evangelism,” see Jerry Zook, “Christian Students Converge on Chicago’s Inner City,” Evangelical Visitor, July
17, 1967, 11.
38
1968 Handbook of Missions, Fifty-First Annual Edition (n.p.: Brethren in Christ Church, 1968), 43.
33
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Charles Rife Jr. with children at the Chicago Mission, circa 1967. Photo courtesy of Brethren
in Christ Historical Library and Archives.

Soon, however, these signs of evangelistic success gave way to a
harsh reality: many of the neighborhood’s black residents were entirely
uninterested in what these white Brethren in Christ missionaries had to
offer, and some were openly hostile to their continuing presence on Halsted
Street. In particular, members of a large street gang, the Black Disciples,
made it clear that they disdained the presence of white evangelists in their
neighborhood. Some of that opposition, Charles Rife later recalled, was
due to the “previous” Brethren in Christ ministry at the Chicago Mission,
which was run by whites for whites, and which did “not welcome Blacks
to their services.”39 In the fall of 1967, only one year after they started, the
Rifes left the Halsted Street ministry to attend Moody Bible Institute. They
were replaced by Frank and Diana Landis, another white Brethren in Christ
couple, who moved to Chicago less to devise and run programs than to

Chuck Rife to Wilma Musser, 1 February 1993, Chicago Mission Collection, V-11-1.5, File: Misc.,
Wilma Musser, BIC Archives.
39
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protect the building from vandalism and burglary. 40
Five months after the Landises arrived in Chicago, Martin Luther King
Jr. was assassinated, and an already tense relationship with the mission’s
black neighbors became even more so. Informed that some of the Black
Disciples were determined to set fire to “whitey’s church,” the Landises fled
to a more hospitable environment for the weekend: the white evangelical
stronghold of Wheaton, Illinois, thirty miles to the west.41 A week later,
William Lindberg, a Wheaton College professor who had assisted with
the Rifes’ ministry, traveled to Halsted Street to check on the property.42
Lindberg found the building still standing but damaged and looted, with
windows broken, walls covered with graffiti, and furnishings taken. He
also found something more interesting: a group of local black residents
who had turned the building into a distribution center, handing out food
and clothing.43 It’s unclear who organized this distribution program,
though some of the workers were members of the Black Disciples, who had
repurposed the mission into something they found more useful. As for the
Landises, the last Brethren in Christ people to occupy the building, they
lost most of their belongings and did not return.44
In the weeks that followed the denomination faced a new problem:
what to do with its Halsted Street building, which was now being used by
people who hadn’t leased it or even asked permission to use it. The decision
was soon made to lease the building to Young Life, an evangelical youth
ministry that promised to hire African-American staff.45 This plan helped
Wilma I. Musser, “Carl and Avas Carlson and the Chicago Mission,” Brethren in Christ History and
Life 16, no. 2 (August 1993): 205. Musser cites telephone interviews with the Landises in 1993 as her
source.
41
The use of the phrase “whitey’s church” was reported by the Landises to Wilma Musser. See Musser,
“Carl and Avas Carlson,” 206.
42
John Zercher memo to “Whom It May Concern,” September 18, 1968, Chicago Mission Collection,
V-11-1.3, Chicago Mission Binder, BIC Archives.
43
“Chicago Mission Out of a Telephone Conversation,” memo from Henry N. Hostetter, Director of
Missions, to Board [for Missions] Members, April 16, 1968, Chicago Mission Collection, V-11-1.6, File:
Chicago Mission, 1966-1967, BIC Archives.
44
Musser, “Carl and Avas Carlson, 206. The Landises finished their year of voluntary service in Brooklyn. See Richard K. MacMaster, Mennonite and Brethren in Christ Churches of New York City (Kitchener, ON: Pandora Press, 2006), 221.
45
“Chicago (Subsequent to 4-16-68 memo),” memo from Henry N. Hostetter, Director of Missions,
to Board [for Missions] Members, April 23, 1968, Chicago Mission Collection, V-11-1.6, File: Chicago
Mission, 1966-1967, BIC Archives.
40
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assuage the disappointment of longtime Chicago Mission supporters with
the promise that the building would still be used for godly purposes. “The
Board for Missions believes that the purpose of Young Life is as ours,” said
an unattributed report that appeared in a June 1968 issue of the Evangelical
Visitor, which went on to define that purpose as “the transformation of the
individual through a conversion to Jesus Christ.” But unlike the Brethren
in Christ-led program it was replacing, Young Life’s work in Chicago “will
be by blacks for blacks,” and it will seek to include “a social, educational,
and economic ministry” as well as an evangelistic one.46 The report assured
readers that this was an interim solution, and that Brethren in Christ workers
would return to the mission once they had gained adequate preparation.
“It is wisdom to recognize both our gifts and our limitations,” the report
said, before concluding with this point: “The church’s ultimate ability to
fulfill her mission will be determined by Christians who are sufficiently
concerned to prepare for the opportunities [to offer] God’s redeeming love
in these difficult days.47
Difficult days indeed. As it turned out, even Young Life, a largely white
organization based in Colorado Springs, wasn’t prepared for the difficulties
it would encounter on Halsted Street. The Young Life staffers may have been
black (at least a few of them), but they were considered suspect by some
neighborhood residents, who viewed them as complicit with their white
employers.48 Tensions also arose between Young Life administrators and
their Brethren in Christ landlords. Repairs to the building came slowly, the
result of insurance-claim quagmires that sought to differentiate between
“vandalism” and “riot damage.”49 And the vandalism continued, costing

“The Chicago Story,” Evangelical Visitor, June 17, 1968, 7. The unattributed report was probably written by John Zercher in consultation with other Brethren in Christ Church leaders.
47
“Chicago Story,” 7.
48
One African-American resident who worked with Young Life, and who assumed some responsibilities at Young Life’s new Halsted Street ministry, was Charles Campbell. A threatening, anonymous letter
addressed to Campbell can be found in the Chicago Mission records in the Brethren in Christ Historical
Library and Archives. Among other things it says, “If you continue in this way, your church will keep
sending out martyrs.” Anonymous to Charles Campbell; Chicago Mission Collection, V-11-1.6, File:
Chicago Mission, 1966-1967, BIC Archives.
49
John Zercher memo to “Whom It May Concern,” September 18, 1968; in Chicago Mission Collection, V-11-1.3, Chicago Mission binder, BIC Archives. The building was insured by three different
insurance companies; according to Zercher, the policies covered riot damage but not vandalism.
46
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both the Brethren in Christ Church and Young Life time and money they
felt they didn’t have. The story is complicated and hard to unravel—at one
point, in an effort to build good will with local youth, Young Life gave the
Black Disciples office space in the building—but the outcome is easy to
summarize: after two years of trying to make it work, Young Life was glad
to move on from its Halsted Street experiment.50
One year later, in May 1971, the building burned, not entirely to the
ground, but to a degree that made it uninhabitable.51 A photograph taken
shortly thereafter serves as fitting coda to the denomination’s notion that
operating evangelistic ministries in black communities would remediate
the nation’s racial divide. The photograph shows the interior of the gutted
building, with plaster piled high on the floor, studs exposed on the walls,
and gaping holes allowing sunlight to pour inside. On the left, framed by
an open doorway, stands John N. Hostetter, the Central Conference bishop.
On the right, framed by a broken window, stands John Zercher, the editor of
the Evangelical Visitor, a Chicago Mission trustee, and the denomination’s
treasurer. Both men would have journeyed that day from their all-white
neighborhoods in Nappanee, Indiana, one hundred miles to the east.
Between them stands an insurance adjustor. All three men wear white
shirts, dark pants, and ties; they all look forlorn and out of place. In the
weeks that followed, Zercher would secure estimates both for renovating
the building and for razing it. The renovation estimate came in at $38,000,
ten times higher than the demolition bids and surely beyond the insurance

George F. Sheffer to John E. Zercher, 26 June 1970; and J. Wilmer Heisey to John E. Zercher, 29
July 1970; both in Chicago Mission Collection, V-11-1.3, Chicago Mission binder, BIC Archives. See
also John N. Hostetter, report to the Board of Administration, June 30, 1970, Board of Bishops Collection, Box I-2-9.7, File: Board of Bishops, Miscellaneous 1967-1970, BIC Archives. The initial eighteen-month lease with Young Life ran from May 1968 through October 1969, but Young Life continued
to use the building through June 1970. As it became clear that Young Life was moving on, Brethren
in Christ Church leaders contacted a different evangelical youth ministry, Youth for Christ, to see if it
wanted to use the building. When that possibility didn’t pan out, they entered into conversations about
leasing or selling the building to Southern Baptists, but that too went nowhere. Finally, the denomination tried unsuccessfully to sell the building to the Black Disciples who, according to John Hostetter,
were in possession of the building in September 1970. See John Hostetter, memo to Board of Directors,
September 16, 1970, Board of Bishops Collection, Box I-2-9.7, File: Board of Bishops, Miscellaneous
1967-1970, BIC Archives.
51
John E. Zercher to Charles H. Brandt and Co., 4 June 1971, Chicago Mission Collection, V-11-1.3,
Chicago Mission binder, BIC Archives. Zercher dates the fire to May 28 or May 29, 1971.
50
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John Hostetter (left) and John Zercher (right), with insurance adjustor, following the fire at
the Chicago Mission, 1971. Photo reproduced from Brethren in Christ History and Life,
August 1993 issue.

companies’ payouts.52 With pressure from the city to do something quickly,
denominational leaders opted to raze the building, which meant there would
be insurance money left over for other ministry ventures. Thirty years later,
after numerous attempts to sell the building-less lot, the denomination
finally found a buyer in Sonshine Gospel Ministries, selling the property
for one dollar.53
For all the distress it caused its Brethren in Christ supporters, the slowmotion demise of the Chicago Mission provided a wakeup call to Brethren
in Christ Church leaders. These leaders, bishops as well as missions
administrators, entered the 1960s with the naïve assumption that the
Brethren in Christ Church had what urban blacks needed to improve their
lives. Perhaps even more presumptuously, they thought they had in their
possession an elixir that would bring healing to the nation’s social ills. Now,

The estimates can be found in Chicago Mission Collection, V-11-1.3, Chicago Mission Binder, BIC
Archives. The demolition work was done by a Chicago-based company for $2,400.
53
John Byers memos to Central Conference Board of Directors, December 13, 1997; August 22, 1998,
Central Conference Board of Directors Collection, BIC Archives.
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eight years later, some of these same leaders knew better—not that they had
discerned a clear way forward, but they had nonetheless been chastened,
taught by experience that kindhearted ministries (e.g., sewing lessons,
cooking classes, and child evangelism) can prove offensive to people who
never asked for them in the first place. With these lessons in mind, it was
time to try again.
“Action Boys” and the Commission on Peace and Social Concerns, 19681969
At the risk of getting bogged down in bureaucratic minutiae, it’s
important to highlight a change in the denomination’s committee structure
during this era. From 1953 to 1969, the Brethren in Christ Church
had a small, intermittently active committee called the Committee on
Economic and Social Relations (CESR).54 This was the committee that,
in 1966, decided it should research the state of racial integration in the
denomination, a decision that resulted in a survey being sent to all Brethren
in Christ congregations in early 1968. Drafted by CESR member Warren
Sherman, pastor of the Nappanee congregation, the survey was finalized by
the committee in late 1967, about the time John Zercher was preparing his
“Civil Rights and Responsibilities” talk for the missions seminar, and just
months after Charles and Ruth Rife had left their ministry on Halsted Street
for Moody Bible Institute.
Even as the CESR was formulating its integration survey, it was
faltering, unsure of its mission, unhappy with its place in the denomination’s
bureaucracy, and pessimistic about its future prospects. Two issues
combined to produce this pessimism. On the one hand, the CESR was a
“special committee,” not a standing committee, and members felt they had
little authority in guiding denominational thinking on topics such as racism,
poverty, and political involvement. On the other hand, some members
of the committee were not convinced that the church should be devoting

In some ways the committee had a longer history. An earlier incarnation of it, the Industrial Relations
Committee, had a history stretching back to the early 1940s. See “Committee on Economic and Social
Relations,” Minutes of the Eighty-Third Annual General Conference of the Brethren in Christ Church, June
10-15, 1953, Article XXIV, pp. 42-43.
54
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resources to addressing social problems and advocating political positions.
One of the reluctant CESR members was William Boyer, a member of the
Upland Brethren in Christ Church and a math professor at Chapman College
in Orange, California. According to A. Graybill Brubaker, an influential
missionary who kept close tabs on the CESR’s work, Boyer told him that he
wanted to resign from the CESR, because he didn’t think “the Church has
any business taking stands on what soon become political issues.” The key
to addressing social problems, Boyer allegedly told Brubaker, “was in the
individual church member living the Christian witness in his community.”
Brubaker, who recounted Boyer’s views in a letter he sent to the CESR’s
chairperson, J. Wilmer Heisey, was not only surprised by Boyer’s apolitical
views, but he wholeheartedly supported them. “I kept saying [to Boyer], ‘I
agree with you 100%,’” Brubaker told Heisey, adding that Boyer’s aversion to
political activism was precisely the reason that he wanted Boyer to continue
serving on the CESR. “My concern,” Brubaker told Heisey, “is that the field
is being abandoned to ‘the action boys,’ and I have seen in Africa where this
takes a church.”55
Brubaker’s reference to “the action boys” is relevant to this article, insofar
that it refers to African Christians, and perhaps some expatriate allies,
who promoted an anticolonial agenda in southern Africa, where Brubaker
served as a Brethren in Christ school teacher and administrator.56 The issues
in the United States were different, of course, though we shouldn’t miss the
parallels, for the debates about political activism on the two continents
rested on the same question: should the Brethren in Christ Church, as a
denomination, openly support dark-skinned people in their resistance
to white supremacy, or should the church as a communal body remain
apolitical, even silent? In his talk at the missions seminar three months
earlier, John Zercher had warned against the church remaining silent on
race-related issues, and he upbraided those who thought otherwise. He

A. Graybill Brubaker to J. Wilmer Heisey, 5 March 1968, Commission on Peace and Social Concerns
Collection, File: Committee on Economic and Social Relations, 1966-1970, BIC Archives. All quotations in this paragraph are from this letter, so the words attributed to Boyer are Brubaker’s recollection
of his conversation with Boyer, not Boyer’s actual words.
56
In March 1968, when he wrote to Heisey, Brubaker was in the United States, on furlough from his
work in Zambia.
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A. Graybill Brubaker (right), with Philemon Kumalo (left) and Frank Kipe (center) at the
Brethren in Christ General Conference in Choma, Zambia, 1970. Photo courtesy of Brethren
in Christ Historical Library and Archives.

even made reference to the freedom aspirations of black Africans, noting
that “we ought to be on their side in their aspirations even if we question
their methods,” which he implied were sometimes violent. Zercher knew
that African nations faced many challenges as they transitioned to national
leadership, but he told his seminar audience that it was better for an African
postal service “to be less efficient under national control than very efficient
with a white man in charge.”57 This view, however, would not have found a
consensus among Brethren in Christ missionaries. Some Brethren in Christ
missionaries bemoaned the prospect of a postcolonial Africa (Zambia had
gained independence in 1964, but Rhodesia remained under white rule until
1980), and still others were wary of a quick transition to national rule.58 In

Zercher, “Civil Rights and Responsibilities,” 4.
For Brethren in Christ critiques of African nationalism and the soft-pedaling of colonialism, see
Fred Holland, “We Need Relevance,” Evangelical Visitor, December 21, 1964, 6-7; John N. Hostetter,
“Zambia,” Evangelical Visitor, February 15, 1965, 2; John N. Hostetter, “Freedom!” Evangelical Visitor,
December 19, 1966, 2; and Robert T. Mann, “Rhodesia—1966,” Evangelical Visitor, January 16, 1967, 5.
57
58
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Brubaker’s mind, at least, some Christians in southern Africa—the action
boys—were pushing too hard too fast, compromising the church’s mission
by becoming politically active.59
Whoever Brubaker had in mind as action boys in southern Africa, he
might not have known that he was writing to one at the Brethren in Christ
missions office.60 Wilmer Heisey, who had spent fifteen years in New Mexico
working at the church’s Navajo Mission, moved to Pennsylvania in 1966 to
serve the denomination’s Board for Missions as director of its voluntary
service programs. Heisey’s tenure at Navajo Mission had sensitized him
to the realities of racism in American life, and he was convinced the

Wilmer Heisey (standing) with translator Peter Yazzie at Navajo Mission, circa 1958. Photo
courtesy of Nancy Heisey.
For Brethren in Christ debates over political activism in Northern Rhodesia (later Zambia), see
Dwight W. Thomas, “A History of Sikalongo Mission, Part 3: Indigenization and Independence at Sikalongo, 1947-1978,” Brethren in Christ History and Life 40, no. 2 (August 2017): 201-269.
60
Another activist in Graybill Brubaker’s orbit was his brother Merle, who, Graybill wrote, held a
position that “is not mine by a good many leagues.” Brubaker to Heisey, 5 March 1968.
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denomination should be doing more to counter those realities.61 He was
also a firm believer in the denomination’s peace position, all the more so
because, in 1968, the Vietnam War was at its height and, moreover, was
drawing some Brethren in Christ men into its service. Whereas Brubaker
and Boyer were concerned that the CESR might become too politically
engaged, Heisey was concerned that, as a special committee, the CESR was
bureaucratically inept. He hoped to replace the CESR with a more effective
committee that could actually bend the denomination in a particular
direction, one that advanced the church’s peace and justice witness.
Heisey’s hopes became reality in the summer of 1969, when the
General Conference approved the formation of the Commission on Peace
and Social Concerns (CPSC). As chair of the languishing CESR, Heisey
helped to formulate the proposal for the new commission and advance it
through denominational channels, sometimes incorporating language to
mollify more conservative forces within the church. In one early draft, the
proposal described a commission that would forge a middle way between
“being silent,” on the one hand, and “embarking on radical ‘social action’
programs,” on the other. The draft didn’t define “radical social action
programs,” of course. It simply went on to say, “We believe it is the Lord’s
will for the Brethren in Christ to avoid either extreme, and that our people
need stimulation and guidance to avoid this eventuality.”62 The mollification
strategy, it appears, was successful. A year after Heisey’s initial draft made
the rounds, the General Conference approved the CPSC’s formation as
a standing committee, amenable to the Board for Missions through the
Department of Christian Service Ministries, which Heisey directed. Along
with being tasked with promoting the church’s doctrine of nonresistance,
the newly formed commission was charged with “stimulating the Church’s
conscience toward a Christ-like response to the ills of society.”63 Surely the
church’s response to racism fell under that mandate.
For one example of Heisey’s views, see J. Wilmer Heisey, “God’s Gift to the American Continent,”
Evangelical Visitor, June 10, 1974, 11-12.
62
“Report and Recommendations of Committee Studying Peace Education,” June 25, 1968, in Commission on Peace and Social Concerns Collection, File: Committee on Economic and Social Relations,
1966-1970, BIC Archives. The proposal suggested the name “Peace and Social Concerns Committee,”
but it was eventually called a commission.
63
“Re: Commission on Peace and Social Concerns,” Minutes of the Ninety-Ninth Annual General
Conference of the Brethren in Christ Church, July 2-6, 1969, Article XIX, pp. 73-74.
61
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Equipped with an open-ended mission and occupying a more auspicious
place in the church’s bureaucracy than the CESR had occupied, the CPSC
was primed for action. Even more significant for its future prospects,
however, was its membership. Consisting of just six members, the average
age of the CPSC’s members was 37, five years younger than the average
age of the men who had served a year earlier on the now-defunct CESR.
Among the new commission’s members were John Stoner, the 27-year-old
pastor of the Bellevue Park congregation in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, who
was named the CPSC’s chair; John Hawbaker, the 26-year-old pastor of
the Zion congregation near Abilene, Kansas; and Harry Nigh, a 23-yearold Canadian. In contrast to some who served on the now-defunct CESR,
Stoner and Nigh were “action boys,” not afraid to tell the church what it
should be doing with respect to social issues, a boldness that sometimes got
Stoner in trouble in his work at Bellevue Park.64 In Martin Luther King Jr.’s
parlance, and quite unlike the survey-circulating CESR, Stoner and Nigh
weren’t interested in taking the temperature of the denomination. They
wanted to be the thermostat.65
Stoner, in particular, wanted to crank up the heat, something he had
started doing even before being named chair of the CPSC. In June 1968,
two months after King’s assassination, Stoner published an article in the
Evangelical Visitor titled “Separation.”66 “Separation from the world is not
an option for Christians,” Stoner began, invoking a word that had long
informed Brethren in Christ thinking about the Christian’s place in society.67
The Bellevue Park church was dedicated in 1962, when the Messiah Lighthouse Chapel congregation in Harrisburg relocated from 1175 Bailey Street, moving one mile east to its new location at 2001
Chestnut Street. Although still situated within Harrisburg’s city limits, the congregation adopted the
name of a nearby upscale neighborhood—Bellevue Park—signifying its more suburban aspirations.
When Stoner arrived as pastor in 1967, the Bellevue Park congregation was overwhelmingly white, and
Stoner’s push to integrate the church was met with some resistance. The congregation was renamed the
Harrisburg Brethren in Christ Church in 1977, and today it is one of the denomination’s most racially
diverse churches.
65
Referring to the early church, King wrote, “In those days the Church was not merely a thermometer
that recorded the ideas and principles of popular opinion; it was a thermostat that transformed the
mores of society.” See Martin Luther King Jr., “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” https://www.africa.upenn.
edu/Articles_Gen/Letter_Birmingham.html, accessed December 17, 2021.
66
John K. Stoner, “Separation,” Evangelical Visitor, June 3, 1968, 5, 12.
67
Carlton O. Wittlinger, Quest for Piety and Obedience: The Story of the Brethren in Christ (Nappanee,
IN: Evangel Press, 1978), 45-54, 342-362.
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John Stoner (left) with Bishop Charlie Byers at the 1970 General Conference, Upland,
California. Photo courtesy of Brethren in Christ Historical Library and Archives.

The question, he said, is what ungodly realities the church should separate
itself from. Too many Christians are like the Pharisees, he continued, highly
religious people who choose ritual forms of separation while ignoring matters
of justice and mercy. “How convenient it is to substitute a religious ritual
for a moral imperative,” wrote Stoner, who then named three antichristian
forces that contemporary American Christians needed to resist: racism,
materialism, and nationalism. Stoner was especially unsparing in his
critique of American racism, refusing to let white Christians believe that
they bore no responsibility for the white-supremacist realities that marked
their communities:
They find some other explanation for segregated church and
communities, [for] Negro unemployment and poverty . . . and
[for] the scarcity of Negroes in political power structures. . . . But
somehow these explanations do not ring true, coming as they
do from white communities where the only Negroes [who are]
accepted ride the garbage truck or stand on the front lawn holding
27
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a lantern with stony limbs unmoved from day to day.68
Stoner concluded his critique of white Christian racism by going to the place
that few Brethren in Christ pastors dared to go, scoffing at the “prudence”
of counseling young people against interracial marriages. “When parents
are more zealous to prevent association with blacks than with unbelievers
out of fear of mixed marriages,” he said, “considerations of prudence have
outrun Gospel teaching.”69
Once again it’s easy to underestimate the audacity of voicing this
perspective in the Brethren in Christ Church in 1968. Later that same year
Messiah College student John Yeatts would confirm the degree to which
Stoner’s views ran counter to Brethren in Christ convention. For a course
he was taking on race relations, Yeatts devised a survey that he sent to a
sampling of Brethren in Christ pastors and lay people. In the laypersons’
survey, Yeatts asked recipients their opinion of interracial marriage which,
just a year earlier, had been deemed a constitutional right by the U.S.
Supreme Court.70 Of the ninety-seven responses Yeatts received back, only
eight respondents (8 percent) registered support for interracial marriage,
whereas sixty-nine respondents (71 percent) opposed it, and eighteen
others (19 percent) said that, while it was not condemned in the Bible, it was
“not socially desirable.”71 As for their views on the Civil Rights Movement,
again, the majority of respondents (56 percent) were against it, with only
20 percent expressing support, and the remaining 24 percent expressing no
opinion one way or the other.72 Yeatts’s conclusion: “The consensus [among
Brethren in Christ laypeople] is decisively against racial intermarriage
and the Negro civil rights movement.”73 This strong consensus placed the

Stoner, “Separation,” 5.
Stoner, “Separation,” 5.
70
John Robert Yeatts, “A Study of the Place of the Negro in the American Brethren in Christ Church,”
unpublished paper, Messiah College, January 1969, Academic Documents Collection, BIC Archives.
For a summary of Loving v. Virginia, which struck down Virginia’s miscegenation statutes and rendered
all other such statutes unconstitutional, see https://www.oyez.org/cases/1966/395, accessed January 16,
2022.
71
Yeatts, “Study of the Place of the Negro,” 21.
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Brethren in Christ fully in the mainstream of white evangelicals, in fact,
fully in the mainstream of white America as a whole.74 Separation from the
world? Not according to these measures.
Still, with Stoner heading up the newly formed CPSC, and with Heisey
offering support in his role as Director of Christian Service Ministries, the
denomination finally had leaders in place who were willing to consider
approaches to addressing American racism that went beyond doing
evangelism in black neighborhoods. Stoner and Heisey would soon engage
other people, including Ronald J. Sider, to advance their more socially
conscious agenda. They also had an ally in John Zercher, who would use
the pages of the Evangelical Visitor to nudge the denomination in a similar
direction, most often by giving voice to writers who found traditional
evangelical thinking about race problematic. Among those writers was
Curtis Burrell, a black Mennonite pastor who lived just a few miles from
the recently vacated Chicago Mission.
The Church, the “Urban Crisis,” and the activist-conversionist divide,
1968-1970
Many things came to a head in early 1968, both in the nation and in the
Brethren in Christ Church. A chronological summary reads something like
this:
• December 1967: John Zercher delivered his “Civil Rights and
Responsibilities” talk at the missions seminar.
• January 1968: The Committee on Economic and Social Relations
sent out its congregational survey, inquiring about the possibility of
integrating Brethren in Christ churches.
• January 1968: The Viet Cong launched the Tet Offensive, reminding
Americans that the Vietnam War was far from over.
• March 1968: Graybill Brubaker complained to Wilmer Heisey about
“action boys,” even as Heisey was laying plans for a new commission
to address peace and social concerns.
For white evangelical ambivalence about interracial marriage, see “What of Interracial Marriage?”
Christianity Today, October 11, 1963, 26-28; for white evangelical disaffection with the Civil Rights
Movement in the late 1960s, see Daniel K. Williams, God’s Own Party: The Making of the Christian Right
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2010), 87-88.
74
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• April 1968: Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated.
• April 1968: The Chicago Mission was abandoned, ransacked, and
turned over to Young Life.
• Still to come in 1968: the assassination of Robert F. Kennedy (June), the
tumultuous Democratic National Convention in Chicago (August),
and the election of Richard M. Nixon (November).
Again, it’s important to remember that, by 1968, the Civil Rights
Movement had morphed into something very different from its earlier
iterations. As much as white Americans reviled Martin Luther King Jr., they
were even more troubled by the ascendance of the Black Power movement.
Urban uprisings, about to enter their fourth summer, compounded white
people’s fears and set the stage for a law-and-order backlash. To anyone
paying attention, it was clear that America’s race problem had yet to be
solved.
As cities smoldered in the aftermath of King’s assassination, John
Zercher felt constrained to respond. In June 1968, in the same issue of
the Visitor that announced the end of a Brethren in Christ presence at the
Chicago Mission, Zercher published five articles on “the church and the
urban crisis,” a phrase he displayed prominently on the issue’s front cover.
In place of his regular editorial, Zercher printed verbatim three biblical
passages—from Isaiah, Luke, and James—all of which pronounced woe
to the rich for their treatment of the poor.75 Among the five articles he
published was one by Curtis E. Burrell Jr., a black Mennonite pastor whose
church, Woodlawn Mennonite, sat within five miles of the Chicago Mission
property. Titled “A Primer on the Causes of Urban Rebellion,” Burrell’s
article commanded nearly three pages of the sixteen-page issue along with
a commendation from the editor. “We do not expect that there will be one
hundred per cent agreement” with Burrell’s views, Zercher cautioned—an
understatement, to be sure—but if Brethren in Christ readers wanted to

“The events of the past week [by which Zercher meant the assassination of Robert F. Kennedy] and
indeed the past four years have called forth a multitude of words by those attempting to answer ‘why?’”
Zercher wrote. “We chose not to add to the verbiage but to devote the usual editorial space to selected
scripture portions which seemed to us appropriate to the occasion.” The biblical passages were Isaiah
1:10-17; Luke 6:20-21, 24-25; and James 5:1-4. See John Zercher, “From the Editor,” Evangelical Visitor,
June 17, 1968, 2.
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Curtis Burrell, pastor of Woodlawn Mennonite Church in Chicago, circa 1970. Photo courtesy
of MennoMedia and the Mennonite Historical Library.

know the thoughts of a black man “born in a slum and ministering in the
ghetto,” this was their chance.76
Burrell, who entered the 1960s as an integrationist but was now a black
nationalist, did not hold back.77 To understand why America’s cities were
burning, Burrell said, whites first needed to abandon their facile notions
about America’s goodness and understand some “elemental facts.” He then
identified those facts, starting with these: “America Has Never Intended to
Set Black People Free” and “White America Has Used Its Power to Keep
Black People in Either Total or Semi-Slavery.”78 Foundational to Burrell’s
argument was an analysis of American history that may have seemed

Curtis E. Burrell Jr., “A Primer on the Causes of Urban Rebellion,” Evangelical Visitor, June 17, 1968,
5, 13-14; Zercher, “From the Editor,” 9. Zercher did not solicit the article himself; rather, it was solicited
by Mennonite Central Committee, which then made it available to Anabaptist-related publications.
77
On Burrell, see Tobin Miller Shearer, Daily Demonstrators: The Civil Rights Movement in Mennonite
Homes and Sanctuaries (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2010), 173-183.
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radical at the time, but has since become common coin among academic
historians: the ever-evolving use of violence by white Americans—from
slaveholders, the KKK, and lynch mobs, to lawmakers, the local police, and
the National Guard—to keep black people in their place. Burrell sketched
that history to make his point about the urban uprisings: “black people who
use violence are simply carrying out one of the great American traditions.”79
Having spent the last ten years among Mennonites, Burrell acknowledged
that Martin Luther King’s preachments were “more Christian” than those of
people like H. Rap Brown, but he was not ready to let white Anabaptists off
the hook, noting that they had often benefited from the very violence they
claimed to deplore.80 Now the chickens were coming home to roost, because
young blacks, unlike their parents and grandparents, were not willing to
take things lying down. There was a solution to urban unrest, Burrell said,
but it lay wholly in the hands of whites. Only when white Americans, like
Pharaoh, released God’s people from bondage, would God lift the plague of
urban violence.81
In many ways Burrell’s analysis echoed the findings of the Lyndon
Johnson-appointed Kerner Commission which, just a few months earlier, in
March 1968, had released its report attributing urban unrest to white racism.
“What white Americans have never fully understood,” the commission
began, “is that white society is deeply implicated in the ghetto.”82 Against
whites who believed the problems of the ghetto were either an accident
of history or the fault of irresponsible blacks, the Kerner Commission
offered a resounding no. To the contrary, “white institutions created [the

Burrell, “Primer on the Causes,” 13.
It was violence that “won the West,” Burrell wrote in reference to the slaughter of Native Americans,
and large tracts of those frontier lands were then allotted “to immigrating Mennonites and Brethren in
Christ.” Burrell, “Primer on the Causes,” 13. For a recent consideration of Mennonites getting cheap
land at the expense of native peoples, see John P. R. Eicher, Exiled Among Nations: German and Mennonite Mythologies in a Transnational Age (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2021).
81
Burrell, “Primer on the Causes,” 14. For a complaint that Burrell was overstating his case, see Orville
P. Heister, “Readers Write,” Evangelical Visitor, July 29, 1968, 13. For an affirmation of Burrell’s article,
and for the need for the Brethren in Christ Church to “wake up to the social issues around them,” see
Raymond B. Wingerd to John E. Zercher, 17 June 1968, John E. and Alice G. Zercher Papers, Box MG
55.20, File: Letters to the Editor, BIC Archives.
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ghetto], white institutions maintain it, and white society condones it,” a
conclusion that has since been authenticated by numerous studies detailing
redlining practices, racially restrictive housing deeds, and a host of other
discriminatory practices.83 Burrell echoed the commission’s assessment,
and he urged his white Anabaptist readers, both Mennonite and Brethren
in Christ, to accept responsibility for the problems that white Americans
had created or, at the very least, had done little to stop.
Nonetheless, as if to provide evidence that many Brethren in Christ
people were not ready to hear that historically informed message, another
article in the Visitor’s urban crisis issue offered just that: an opinion piece
titled, “What Can Be Done?” written by Paul Hill, the white pastor of
Fellowship Chapel in the Bronx.84 Given Hill’s status as an urban Brethren
in Christ pastor, it made sense that he would be given the chance to speak,
and he did so in the denomination’s traditional accent. The problem, Hill
suggested, was not a structural one rooted in decades of white racism, but a
spiritual one, with the evil residing in the hearts of urban blacks who were
destroying property and enacting violence. According to Hill, the world
was filled with “hostile peoples” who were striving “to find their ‘rights’ in a
world of social and financial imbalance,” an unfortunate use of scare quotes
if there ever was one. Hill said that he had no solution to offer his readers,
though he quickly landed on one: prayerful evangelism. Christians should
not meet violence with violence, Hill said, but they did have a “weapon” to
fight the “demonism” that, in his telling, was causing the unrest. “Ours is a
positive gospel with a dynamic power that can completely change the life
of the vilest sinner,” Hill said, before closing with a call for additional urban
missionaries to bear witness “to the soul-saving, life-changing Gospel of
Jesus Christ.”85

Report of the National Advisory Commission, 2. For a focused look at the creation of Chicago’s ghettoes, see Hirsch, Making the Second Ghetto. For more recent studies with broader scopes, see Douglas
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Hill was hardly alone in continuing to promote the traditional Brethren
in Christ solution to the race problem, a solution that located the basic
problem in the hearts of urban blacks who needed the gospel (as defined
by white evangelicals) to turn them around.86 This, of course, had been the
thinking of most Brethren in Christ leaders from the mid-1950s, when they
first convinced themselves that they possessed the solution to America’s
racial divisions.87 Despite the spectacular failure of the Chicago Mission,
Brethren in Christ minds would not change quickly, and many remained
fully committed to a soul-saving approach to America’s social problems. To
be sure, they may have been chastened by the Chicago Mission’s demise,
but with limited exposure to competing ideas, some could scarcely imagine
other ways to foster change in America’s cities or, if they could imagine
other approaches, they considered them theologically suspect. Henry
Hostetter, who had served as a denominational missions executive for
nearly twenty years, epitomized this view in his final executive secretary
report to the General Conference, which he wrote near the time of King’s
assassination. In it, Hostetter underscored the importance of evangelism,
but not before condemning Christian ministers who were spending “more
time trying to correct social injustices than heart attitudes” and “more time
trying to level society through human and civil rights legislation than lifting
society through the redemption of Christ.”88 This, of course, was exactly the
kind of criticism that so aggrieved King during his lifetime, a critique that,
in King’s words, reflected “a strange, un-Biblical distinction between body
and soul” that served only to reinforce the social status quo.89
Surprisingly, perhaps, this sort of anti-activist critique would soon be
propagated in the denomination’s lone predominantly black congregation.
Founded in 1959, the Brooklyn (NY) Brethren in Christ Church was led for

Indeed, many white evangelicals rejected the basic premise of the Kerner Report, alleging that a
better explanation for urban riots was the avarice of urban blacks. See Aaron Griffith, God’s Law and
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its first eight years by white pastors, the second of whom, Harold Bowers,
had become sensitized to the ongoing struggle for civil rights.90 “The church
cannot . . . sit back and watch suffering,” wrote Bowers’s wife Cathy in an
October 1967 article in the Evangelical Visitor, “she must become part of it.”
Cathy Bowers’s article went on to note that Brooklyn, like most American
cities, had experienced significant tension in the summer of 1967, much of
it rooted in crushing racial realities. In response, the Brooklyn Brethren in
Christ Church had opened its doors to a block association that met monthly
to “grapple with the real problems of a people trying desperately to ‘walk
up the down escalator,’” in other words, to discuss remedies to systemic
racism.91 Soon, however, this anti-racist alliance with neighborhood
residents came to an end, the result of a pastoral change that, from one
angle, looked like a racially sensitive move. In June 1968, Cecil Loney, an
Afro-Caribbean minister ordained in the Church of the Nazarene, was hired
to be the congregation’s new pastor. Unlike the Bowerses, however, Loney
was not sympathetic to the work of the block association and, according
to historian Richard K. MacMaster, was committed instead to a ministry
that consisted only of “traditional evangelical methods.”92 The Trinidadian
Loney may have looked the part to the Brethren in Christ leaders who hired
him, but he soon alienated many of the congregation’s black parishioners.
According to MacMaster, Loney looked upon America’s civil rights leaders
with considerable disdain, sometimes going so far as to belittle them from
the pulpit.93 Suffice it to say, the Brooklyn Brethren in Christ Church would
not be pushing the denomination in a more politically engaged direction. If
anything, it would push in the opposite direction.
This, then, was the ongoing dynamic in the Brethren in Christ Church
with respect to America’s race problem as the 1960s drew to a close. On
the one hand there were people like Wilmer Heisey, John Stoner, and
John Zercher—let’s call them “activists”—who believed that Christians
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Pastor Cecil Loney (right) with Elam Dohner at the 1969 General Conference, Messiah
College. Photo courtesy of Brethren in Christ Historical Library and Archives.

should consider the social and historical dynamics that produced racial
inequalities and, with that analysis in hand, craft the church’s response.
In their view, which tracked closely with that of the Mennonite Central
Committee’s leadership, a Christian response may or may not include
evangelistic efforts, for there were many other ways besides evangelism to
advance Christ’s kingdom on earth. On the other hand, there were people
like Graybill Brubaker, Paul Hill, Henry Hostetter, and Cecil Loney—let’s
call them “conversionists”—who framed social activism as a distraction
from the church’s real mission or, even worse, as an adversary to it. The
conversionists were not unsympathetic to people’s material needs, and they
were therefore supportive of charitable endeavors, but they were careful
to cast those endeavors as adjuncts to the more important work of saving
36
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people’s souls. Rather than look to the Mennonite Central Committee for
guidance, the conversionists looked to organizations like the National
Holiness Association and the National Association of Evangelicals,
organizations that distanced themselves from the social justice initiatives of
liberal Protestants and, in a related vein, doubled down on law-and-order
rhetoric as the 1960s drew to a close.94
This tension, between the activists and conversionists, was also apparent
in the church’s response to the Vietnam War which, by 1968, had triggered
a vigorous antiwar movement. From its earliest days, the Anabaptist-rooted
Brethren in Christ Church had counseled its young men to forgo military
service, and while many had ignored that counsel, the denomination
continued to be a peace church, officially committed to the doctrine of
nonresistance. Traditionally that doctrine had meant an apolitical refusal
to engage in war: good Brethren in Christ people didn’t join the military,
but neither did they protest the nation’s war-making endeavors. During
the Vietnam War, however, some Brethren in Christ members, especially
younger ones, began to question that quiescent approach, suggesting that
nonresistant Christians should bear witness to the state by openly opposing
its wars. Beginning in 1966, occasional articles appeared in the Evangelical
Visitor that registered opposition to the Vietnam War and encouraged
the church to actively oppose it.95 On a similar front, students at Messiah
College, some of them Brethren in Christ, sponsored events on campus that
protested the war, most notably on October 15, 1969, when they joined
in the nationwide Moratorium to End the War in Vietnam.96 Morning
classes were canceled that day, a large bell was rung at regular intervals, and
speakers voiced their antiwar views. Some of the day’s speakers highlighted

In 1968 the National Association of Evangelicals (NAE) passed a resolution on “Law and Order” that
criticized those who theorized “that the necessities of justice…stand above the requirements of law and
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Student protest at Messiah College following the killing of four antiwar protesters at Kent State
University, May 1970. Photo courtesy of Brethren in Christ Historical Library and Archives.

the fact that they and their listeners were complicit in their nation’s killing
to the extent that they kept silent. “Help us to establish a consciousness of
our responsibility for the policies carried out in our name,” one participant
prayed, “and lead us . . . to concrete actions to change war to peace, hate to
love.”97
With antiwar activism seeping into Brethren in Christ circles, the
denomination’s bishops, conversionists all, sought to reinforce the
traditional Brethren in Christ understanding of nonresistance and, more
generally, a traditional approach to social change.98 In October 1968 the
bishops assigned one of their own, John Hostetter, to draft a position paper
“showing the difference between Biblical Non-Resistance and the concept
of Pacificism [sic].”99 The draft’s first paragraphs, however, revealed that the
bishops’ concerns went far beyond issues of war and peace. “Objection on
the basis of conscience is the order of the day,” Hostetter’s draft began, before
listing a variety of social problems—not only war, but “the oppressiveness of
Quoted in Nisly, Shared Faith, 25. For more on Brethren in Christ and Messiah College-student opposition to the Vietnam War, see Manzullo-Thomas, “Born-Again Brethren in Christ,” 225, especially
footnote 83.
98
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Bishops Henry Ginder, Roy Sider, Arthur Climenhaga, Charlie Byers, and John Hostetter at
the 1967 General Conference, Memorial Holiness Camp. Photo courtesy of Brethren in Christ
Historical Library and Archives.

the ghetto [and] the problem of racism”—that many Americans, including
many American Christians, had found reason to protest.100 Hostetter
then showed the bishops’ hand: conscientious objection “has come to be
something of a religion in itself,” he wrote, the implication being that some
Christians had been seduced by an unchristian approach to social change.
Most of the paper’s pages rehearsed the over-simplified dualism between
“biblical nonresistance” (the right approach, according to Hostetter) and
liberal pacifism, but many of the charges leveled against the latter were the
same charges that white evangelicals had been leveling against the Civil
Rights Movement: that it was sullied by non-Christian perspectives; that it
was too optimistic about social change; that the real mission of the church,
the spiritual conversion of individuals, was being ignored.101
When Wilmer Heisey, whose office was charged with counseling young
men regarding military service, saw Hostetter’s draft, he was incensed, for two

The draft accompanied a letter Hostetter wrote to his fellow bishops. See J. N. Hostetter to “Dear
Brethren,” 19 March 1969, Commission on Peace and Social Concerns Collection, File: Peace Literature, 1950-1972, BIC Archives.
101
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reasons.102 The first reason had to do with the statement’s content, which was
critical of anything that pushed in the direction of a socially engaged peace
witness. Heisey’s second complaint had to do with the process. The issues
being addressed in Hostetter’s paper were exactly the issues that the soonto-be-approved Commission on Peace and Social Concerns was designed
to address.103 In Heisey’s view, the bishops’ statement was preempting the
new commission’s work, and it was doing so in a way that failed to take
into account the concerns of the denomination’s younger members. Heisey
complaints made their way to Hostetter, and then to the other bishops, but
he was fully aware that the Board of Bishops could do as it pleased—and
it did.104 Drafted in early 1969, Hostetter’s paper went into print within a
year with relatively few revisions, appearing in pamphlet form under the
title Serving Through Love: Pacifism or Peace Witness, Which?105 The front
cover identified John N. Hostetter as the author, but the back page told a
different story, saying that the pamphlet was “prepared in cooperation with
the Board of Bishops and the Christian Service Ministries of the Board for
Missions.”106 To be sure, Heisey and his Christian Service Ministries agency
eventually “cooperated” in the pamphlet’s distribution, but Heisey had no
real input into its content. It was certainly not the piece that he and his new
commission members would have produced had they been the writers.
In many ways the bishops’ Serving Through Love pamphlet pertained
more to the antiwar movement than it did to the Civil Rights Movement.
Still, its relevance to race-related matters—civil rights, urban uprisings, and
racial inequality—should not be overlooked. At a time when a few people
in the denomination were moving in a more activist direction, the bishops
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did what Brethren in Christ bishops had always done: they sought to keep
everyone on the same page by speaking in a unified, authoritative voice.107
In this case, the bishops’ voice sought to limit the progressives’ activist
impulse, a reining-in that, in 1970, was easier said than done.
The activists push back, 1969-1972
In April 1970, not long after the bishops’ Serving Through Love pamphlet
found its way into print, Wilmer Heisey wrote a letter to John Zercher,
relaying to Zercher a request from the Commission on Peace and Social
Concerns (CPSC). The commission’s request was relatively straightforward:
that Zercher include more unsolicited articles on current social issues in
the pages of the Evangelical Visitor. Heisey proceeded to reference an article
that a Brethren in Christ student at Messiah College had recently submitted
to the Visitor, an article that Zercher had decided not to publish. Heisey
didn’t press hard for that particular piece, and it’s not clear from his letter
what topic the student had addressed. It’s clear, however, that the CPSC
believed that younger, more activist voices were not being awarded the
space in the Visitor that they deserved.108
Heisey and Zercher had been down this road before. Two years earlier,
in February 1968, Zercher wrote to Heisey telling him that “the social
concerns” issue of the Visitor would soon be published. He identified two
specific articles the issue would include, one of which was James Engle’s
article on the interracial Valley Chapel congregation, and the other, written
by Glenn Ginder, on “the Philosophy of Social Concern within the Context
of the Christian Faith.”109 Zercher’s letter was short and perfunctory. The
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only interesting part was his handwritten note at the bottom, scrawled as
an afterthought in bright red pen: “Anyone who is concerned about social
concerns,” wrote Zercher, “is by some standards ‘red,’ or at least a bit ‘pink’”—
in other words, someone suspected of being a communist sympathizer.110
This was not news to Heisey, of course. It was simply Zercher’s way of saying
he was doing the best he could under the circumstances, when many people
in the Brethren in Christ Church, including those in leadership, were
suspicious of progressive social activism.
The risk of being labeled “pink” was real, but it was a risk that Zercher
was willing to take—with his “Thoughts on Memphis” editorial in April
1968, with John Stoner’s “separation” article in June 1968, and with Curtis
Burrell’s “urban rebellion” piece, also in June 1968. Perhaps because of
Heisey’s cajoling, or perhaps because of his own leanings, Zercher continued
to give voice to activists in the following years, some of whom highlighted
American racism and the unwillingness of Christians to take it seriously.
In October 1969 Zercher published another piece by Stoner, now chair of
the CPSC, titled “The Biblical Concept of Sin,” which criticized ministers
who reduced sin to individual vices and ignored the sin of racism.111 Six
months later, in April 1970, Zercher featured another young Brethren in
Christ writer, Ronald J. Sider, the director of Messiah College’s Philadelphia
campus.112 “Dare We Be Evangelical?” Sider’s title asked, the implication
being that a true evangelical faith was something different from what many
evangelicals thought it was.113 A true evangelical faith is concerned about
social sins, not just individual sins, Sider argued. In fact, “working at a
job where black Americans . . . are excluded and doing nothing about it
is just as great a sin as robbing a bank,” and “voting for a racist is just as
sinful as sleeping with your neighbor’s wife.”114 From there, Sider went on
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to dismiss the “simplistic notion”
that
born-again
conversions
inevitably lead to the amelioration
of racism, a notion, he rightly said,
that didn’t hold up to scrutiny.
Soul-saving approaches had their
place, but now was the time for the
Brethren in Christ to do the hard,
socially engaged work of ending
racism, even at the risk of being
called liberal by more conservative
evangelicals.115
Over the next few years,
Ron Sider at Messiah College’s Philadelphia Sider and Stoner would work
campus, circa 1968. Photo courtesy of Brethren together to confront racism in the
in Christ Historical Library and Archives.
denomination, using the CPSC
as both their think tank and their
launching pad. From October 1970 to May 1971, the CPSC sponsored
six two-day seminars on racism at Messiah College’s Philadelphia
campus, drawing over one hundred Brethren in Christ attendees, not an
insignificant number for the small denomination.116 Unlike in the past,
when Brethren in Christ church groups would venture into urban areas
to repair dilapidated buildings or pass out evangelistic tracts, the CPSC’s
“urban seminars on racism” were strictly educational, aimed at advancing
the participants’ understanding of the way racism had shaped American
life, especially its northern cities. Toward that end the urban seminars
featured a slate of African-American speakers Sider had come to know
during his time in Philadelphia. The most renowned of these resource
persons was Father Paul Washington, the rector at Church of the Advocate,
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an Episcopal congregation located just a few blocks from Messiah’s campus.
During Washington’s tenure as the congregation’s rector (1962-1987), the
Church of the Advocate became known as a place friendly to the Black
Power movement. In 1968, for instance, the congregation hosted the third
National Conference on Black Power. Two years later, in 1970, it hosted
the Revolutionary People’s Constitutional Convention of the Black Panther
Party, a conference organized by the Black Panthers with the expressed goal
of rewriting the U.S. Constitution.117 Now, just a few months after the Black
Panthers had assembled there, Father Washington was speaking to Brethren
in Christ Church leaders on the topic “Racism and Its Effects.” Washington
pulled no punches as he identified those effects, and the discussions that
followed were intense, even painful. One participant said it was the first
time he had considered that he and his congregation might be a part of the
problem.118
The Philadelphia seminars offered a deep dive into understanding
American racism, but in hopes of casting a wider net, the CPSC
commissioned one of its own, Isaac Kanode, to write a position paper for
church-wide distribution. As the commission’s oldest member (Kanode
was 56 years old in 1971), Kanode was an interesting choice, though
he may have been a strategic one. Twelve years earlier, in 1959, Kanode
had served on the Home Mission Board that had launched the Brooklyn
Brethren in Christ Church, the denomination’s first real effort at addressing
America’s “race problem.” Now, Kanode was calling it what it was, not the
“race problem,” as if whites and blacks were equally culpable for America’s
racial inequalities, but rather “racial injustice.”119 Published in late 1971
or early 1972, Kanode’s pamphlet, The Christian View of Race, mapped
out the nation’s appalling history of chattel slavery, followed by decades

For information on Father Washington and the Church of the Advocate during the Civil Rights
era, see http://www.churchoftheadvocate.org/civil-rights-period.html, accessed January 16, 2022. The
church is perhaps best known for its large murals, produced in the mid-1970s, that connect biblical
imagery to African-American history. See also Paul M. Washington, with David McI. Gracie, “Other
Sheep I Have”: The Autobiography of Father Paul M. Washington (Philadelphia: Temple University Press,
1994).
118
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Father Paul Washington, rector of Church of the Advocate, Philadelphia, PA, circa 1980.
Photo courtesy of Charles L. Blockson Afro-American Collection, Temple University.

of Jim Crow segregation and other forms of white-over-black oppression.
“It is impossible to undo the sin of slavery,” he wrote, but “we should do
everything possible to diminish the impact of the past events on the present
black community.” Indeed, “we need to realize the social implications of
the liberating Gospel,” implications that, in his view, demanded hiring
preferences for blacks, job training for those who needed it, and housing
subsidies.120 Now was the time to overcome this evil deeply embedded in
American life, he said, because the “one gospel” of Jesus Christ is “relevant
to all the life we are called upon to live in this world.”121
The Christian View of Race pamphlet, vetted and distributed by the
CPSC, represented one of the high points in the activists’ push to address
racism in American life. In contrast to the bishops’ Serving Through Love
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Kanode, Christian View of Race, 4-6.
Kanode, Christian View of Race, 7.
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pamphlet, which was published just one year earlier, The Christian View
of Race suggested that following Jesus meant more than simply avoiding
ungodly activities and performing charity work; rather, it meant working
to eradicate evils that infected many parts of society, including the church
itself. Adding weight to the CPSC’s view that racism was more systemic
than many Christians wished to acknowledge was the discovery, in 1970,
that the by-laws of a Brethren in Christ cemetery mandated racially
segregated burial plots, with one area of the cemetery designated for
whites and another for blacks. This embarrassing discovery compelled the
Allegheny Conference, and a few months later the General Conference, to
adopt resolutions calling on Brethren in Christ people and congregations to
root out “all traces of racism” in their souls, in their churches, and in their
churches’ documents.122 This, in everyone’s view, was a step in the right
direction (the General Conference resolution passed unanimously), but
the CPSC’s Christian View of Race pamphlet encouraged Brethren in Christ
people to extend their reach even further, beyond their hearts and even
beyond their congregations’ by-laws, to the society in which they lived. To
do anything less was to neglect their Christian calling.
It’s impossible to measure the impact of the CPSC’s pamphlet on its
Brethren in Christ readers, though this much is clear: the CPSC’s hope that
their anti-racism work would make its way back into local congregations
was never realized in a significant way. That was the hope: that getting
enough influential people to participate in an urban seminar in Philadelphia
would catalyze local congregations to host similar seminars, introducing
ordinary church members to the ideas of Father Washington and others.123
That never happened, the result of lack of resources in the CPSC (it had no
paid staff persons to plan and organize such events), the relative disinterest
in local congregations, and the unwillingness of the Board of Bishops to

“Recommendations Regarding Racism,” Minutes of the Thirteenth Annual Allegheny Regional Conference, Article III.E, April 4, 1970, pp. 6-7; and “Recommendation from the Allegheny Regional Conference, Re: Elimination of Racist Statements and Attitudes,” Minutes of the One Hundredth Annual
General Conference of the Brethren in Christ Church, Article XXV, July 1-5, 1970, p. 110.
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For the goal of holding race seminars in local congregations, see Minutes of the Commission on
Peace and Social Concerns, June 29, 1971, BIC Archives.
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(L-R) Isaac Kanode, Henry Hostetter, and Wilmer Heisey, at the 1966 General Conference,
Roxbury Holiness Camp. The three men worked together at the church’s missions office in the
late 1960s. Photo courtesy of Brethren in Christ Historical Library and Archives.

make anti-racism education a priority in their work with local pastors. In
the meantime, at the urging of the CPSC, and with the help of the missions
office (now directed by Wilmer Heisey, who succeeded the conversionist
Henry Hostetter as executive secretary in 1969), the Brethren in Christ
Church would make one final push to address the effects of racism in a
programmatic way.
Rethinking urban ministries, 1972-1974
The last of six CPSC seminars on racism was held in May 1971, the
same month that the Chicago Mission went up in flames. These events,
separated by hundreds of miles, had little in common, but together they
spoke an important truth: it wasn’t enough for white Christians to have good
intentions when it came to urban ministry. They also needed to be smart,
which included being cognizant of their biases and aware of their limitations.
Indeed, the Home Mission Board’s idea of launching “Negro missions” as a
means to solve America’s race problem, an idea it hatched in the late 1950s,
now seemed like a distant dream, and a naïve one at that. It was time to try
something new, this time in tandem with African-American allies.
47
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The new initiative, coordinated by the denomination’s missions office,
was the brainchild of the Urban Ministries Advisory Committee (UMAC),
which itself was the brainchild of Ron Sider, who proposed the committee
and whose personal connections shaped the committee’s makeup.124
Indeed, when the UMAC’s membership was formally approved by the
Board for Missions in September 1972, the twelve-member committee was
unlike any other Brethren in Christ Church committee or task force, for
only half of its members were Brethren in Christ.125 The other half were
non-Brethren in Christ people: African Americans, living in Philadelphia,
where the committee typically met.126 In an effort to expedite its work, the
committee hired two graduate students—Larry Moyer, a white Brethren in
Christ seminary student living in North Philadelphia, and Carroll Jones, an
African-American student Sider had come to know—to research a variety
of topics, including models of urban ministry that might prove useful. The
committee held its first meeting in November 1972, and it continued to
meet once every three weeks for the next nine months.127
The UMAC’s objectives, which Sider drafted for its first meeting, and
which the committee later affirmed, represented a sea change from where
the Home Mission Board stood twelve years earlier, when it proposed
the starting of “Negro missions.” “We believe that our Lord is calling His
people to assume the role of servants,” the committee’s purpose document
said, which meant “serv[ing] as instruments of liberation [and] fostering
the emergence of communities of caring.” This required Brethren in Christ
Board for Missions Minutes, April 4, 1972 (p. 53); June 26-July 1, 1972 (p. 85), BIC Archives. The
April 1972 minutes calls it “the Sider Proposal,” though other people, including Wilmer Heisey, the
Board for Missions’ executive secretary, helped him develop it. At times the committee was called by
other names, but I’ll always use its original designation. 125 Board for Missions Minutes, June 26-July
1, 1972; September 14-15, 1972, BIC Archives. The Brethren in Christ members, approved at the June
1972 Board for Missions meeting, were all white men: Ron Sider, who chaired the committee, Charlie
Byers, Eber Dourte, John Ebersole, Howard Landis, John Zercher, and Glen Pierce. Pierce, a staff person
in the missions office, served as the committee’s secretary.
126
The non-Brethren in Christ members, who were approved at the September 1972 Board for Missions
meeting, were William Banks, pastor of the Union Baptist Church; Raymond Jackson, pastor of Diamond Street Mennonite Church; Randy Jones, superintendent of the South Side Community Center;
Willie Richardson, pastor of Christian Stronghold Baptist Church; and Viola Sanders, who worked with
a welfare rights organization in the city.
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Glen A. Pierce, preface to “Report to the Board for Missions from the Urban Study Committee,”
August 1973, p. i.
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(L-R) Randy Jones, Ron Sider, and Merle Brubaker, meeting together at Messiah College’s
Philadelphia campus, circa 1973. Photo courtesy of Brethren in Christ Historical Library and
Archives.

people “to learn from our brothers in the city those aspects of Biblical truth
which their unique setting has taught them,” and then “live and work with
them.” The goal in all this was not the founding of new Brethren in Christ
churches, or even starting ministries that operated under the Brethren
in Christ logo. It was simply “to plant seeds of justice and love” and “to
translate the language of love into deeds of love.”128
In August 1973 the UMAC delivered its final report, seventy pages
long, to the Board for Missions. Introducing the report was a fifteenpage preamble, which in retrospect is the report’s most interesting part.
In one section of the preamble, researcher Carroll Jones rips the Nixon
Administration for its appointment of “reactionary Supreme Court
justices” who were chiseling away at “the human rights of blacks and other
oppressed peoples.”129 Indeed, with the Nixon Administration “setting the

Minutes of the Urban Ministries Advisory Committee, November 17, 1972, BIC Archives.
Carroll Jones, “The Race Situation: A Future Projection,” in “Report to the Board for Missions,”
5. Jones is referring to the appointment of Chief Justice Warren Burger and Associate Justices Harry
Blackmun, William Rehnquist, and Lewis Powell. For Nixon’s nomination of justices, and his “Southern
strategy” more generally, see Rick Perlstein, Nixonland: The Rise of a President and the Fracturing of
America (New York: Scribner, 2009), 464-468.
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tone,” Jones wrote, the nation as a whole had “retreated” from where it was
just a few years earlier with respect to black civil rights.130 Jones did not offer
any programmatic ministry proposals; he simply urged his white Brethren
in Christ readers to read more books, starting with Columbus Salley’s and
Ronald Behm’s Your God is Too White, a book that told the history of white
Christian complicity with racism.131 Jones also urged his white readers to
embrace a more expansive view of the gospel, invoking a framework that
sounded a lot like the one Stoner and Sider had sketched in the Evangelical
Visitor a few years earlier. Too many Christians equated preaching the
gospel with inveighing against sins like gambling and fornication, he said,
when in fact they needed to be addressing “corporate evil,” the kind of evil
that came dressed in suits and ties but was intent on keeping blacks in their
place.132
Sider made the same point in his section of the preamble—though he
made sure to note that, more than other white evangelical churches, the
Brethren in Christ Church was uniquely situated to engage in racial justice
work. “The Brethren in Christ have a long tradition of concern for service,
for peace and reconciliation between hostile groups, for social concern,”
Sider wrote. In fact, “it is precisely our historic concern for the whole man
(who needs both a right relationship with God through Christ, and also
justice, decent housing, jobs, and education) that is so often lacking . . .
among many evangelicals today.”133 That deficiency was not only a missed
opportunity, Sider said, it was a present danger, for if evangelicals didn’t
take up the mantle of social concern, it would be picked up by theological
liberals, who would thereby attract others to their cause. Sider’s concern in
this regard was genuine, but underscoring it was also strategic, designed
to win over the conservative members of the Board for Missions. The

Carroll Jones, “Race Situation,” 5. Jones compares the Nixon-era backlash to that of the “Great Compromise that ended the post-Civil War Reconstruction period and set black people back another hundred years” (p. 5).
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Columbus Salley and Ronald Behm, Your God is Too White (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press,
1970). Salley and Behm wrote that urban evangelistic efforts “served to sooth the consciences” of white
Christians but “did not begin to deal with the harsh realities of white institutional racism” (p. 45).
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Rev. Randy Jones (right) in front of South Side Community Center, Philadelphia, circa 1973.
Photo courtesy of Brethren in Christ Historical Library and Archives.

Brethren in Christ could help to stem “a revival of the heresy of theological
liberalism,” Sider insisted, and they could do so by developing quality
ministries that “meet the needs of the whole man in the inner city” and
by helping other evangelical groups see the value of a “biblically-balanced
approach” to urban ministry.134
The middle third of the UMAC’s report laid out five different proposals
for moving forward. The first two proposals focused on supporting blackrun ministries in Philadelphia that combined evangelistic outreach, social
programming, and justice advocacy: the South Side Community Center,
administered by Rev. Randolph (Randy) Jones; and the Christian Stronghold
Missionary Society, the outreach arm of the Christian Stronghold Baptist
Church, pastored by Willie Richardson.135 Various kinds of support for
these two ministries made their way into the committee’s proposal, from

Sider, introduction to “Report to the Board for Missions,” 1-2.
Justice advocacy at the South Side Community Center included confronting local grocers who raised
prices on days when welfare checks were issued and, more generally, charged more for items than did
grocery stores in the suburbs.
134
135

51

B R E T H R E N

I N

C H R I S T

HISTORY & LIFE

Rev. Willie Richardson, circa 1973. Photo courtesy of Brethren in Christ Historical Library
and Archives.

funding building renovations to purchasing educational supplies to paying
the salaries of ministers, office staff, and daycare workers.136 In contrast,
the committee’s next two proposals focused on educating white Christians
about racial realities and the challenges of interracial ministry. The first of
these two proposals, the Evangelical Program on Race Relations, sought
to help evangelical denominations and congregations “understand more
deeply . . . the biblical teaching on race relations”; the second proposal
called for the creation of the Central Pennsylvania Center for Urban Affairs,
an agency that would interpret for local churches central Pennsylvania’s
unique challenges with respect to race, racism, and urbanization.137 The last
of the five proposals was strictly bureaucratic: the creation of a Brethren
in Christ Office of Urban Ministries under the Board for Missions that
would help the denomination implement programming, including the
aforementioned proposals, in urban areas.138 Together these five proposals
“Proposal A: South Side Center” and “Proposal B: Christian Stronghold Missionary Society,” in “Report to the Board for Missions,” 27-32, 33-36.
137
“Proposal C: Evangelical Program on Race Relations” and “Proposal D: Central Pennsylvania Center
for Urban Affairs,” in “Report to the Board for Missions,” 37-39, 41-44.
138
“Proposal E: Creation of Office of Urban Ministries,” in “Report to the Board for Missions,” 45-50.
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carried a price tag of about $60,000 in one-time costs, and about $80,000
annually in continuing costs, with the majority of that money going toward
supporting the two black-run ministries in Philadelphia.
In 1974 the General Conference voted to establish a Department of
Urban Ministries, an agency charged with “providing specialized resources
to existing missions enterprises [and] to congregations experiencing . . .
the processes of urbanization.”139 Compared to the overall budget of the
Board for Missions, the board’s urban ministries budget was never very
large—much smaller than the price tag in the UMAC’s recommendation—
but in 1974 there was some reason to be optimistic about the future of
Brethren in Christ involvement in America’s urban areas, particularly its
African-American urban neighborhoods. Glen Pierce, who had joined
the denomination’s missions staff in 1972, and who served as secretary
of the UMAC during its brief lifespan, was assigned the responsibility of
overseeing the new department, a role he filled until 1980. With Pierce (and
later Arlene Miller) serving as go-betweens, the Brethren in Christ Church
provided financial support to the Christian Stronghold Baptist Church and
the South Side Community Center for nearly ten years.140 On a different
note, Pierce’s office helped to convene two national conferences on racism,
the first in Atlanta and the second in Newark, New Jersey, that together
attracted 200-300 attendees.141 These conferences, which brought together
notable evangelicals such as John Perkins, Tom Skinner, Jim Wallis, and
Peter Wagner, focused more on the exchange of ideas than on program
development, but they nonetheless lent weight to Ron Sider’s claim that
the Brethren in Christ Church had the potential to help other Christians
consider their role in fighting racial injustice.
Ten days after the Atlanta conference concluded, John Stoner wrote
a summary report to other members of the CPSC. His tone was upbeat,
“Recommendation Regarding Establishment of Department of Urban Ministries,” Minutes of the
One Hundred Third (First Biennial) General Conference of the Brethren in Christ Church, Article XXII,
June 29-July 4, 1974, pp. 89-90.
140
Financial reports from 1982 show $3,000 budgeted for the South Side Community Center and $5,000
budgeted for the Christian Stronghold Baptist Church. Secretary of Home Ministries Collection; File:
Urban Ministries (Financial), BIC Archives. Arlene Miller, a member of the racially integrated Valley
Chapel congregation, was recruited by Wilmer Heisey to replace Pierce when Pierce left the Elizabethtown (PA) missions office to become editor of the Evangelical Visitor.
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appropriately wary of overestimating
the conference’s impact, but nonetheless
pleased that Brethren in Christ people
and funding had played key roles in
organizing a groundbreaking event.142
As chair of the CPSC, he was justifiably
happy, and perhaps a little bit proud.
To be clear, the activists in the Brethren
in Christ Church hadn’t won the day,
even in their own small denomination,
but they had won a hearing, and their
voices pushed the denomination, and
some white evangelicals more broadly,
to consider new ways of ministering
in the world. These approaches were
hardly radical—one can easily imagine
more energetic attacks on the forces that
produced a racially unjust society—nor
were they particularly sacrificial, but
they were much more attuned to the
dignity of African Americans than the
denomination’s ham-handed efforts just
ten years earlier. In that sense, at least,
the Brethren in Christ Church was not
Brochure from the Newark, New Jersey,
what it used to be.

conference on race and reconciliation,
held in October 1976. Courtesy of
Brethren in Christ Historical Library
and Archives.

Back to square one?
All ministry programs come to an
end, so it’s hardly surprising that today,
nearly fifty years after its launch, the
Brethren in Christ Department of Urban Ministries no longer exists. In fact,
the department was discontinued in 1984, just ten years after it was started,
when the Board for Missions became the Board for World Missions, and
John K. Stoner to Commission for Peace and Social Concerns, June 24, 1975, Commission on Peace
and Social Concerns Collection, BIC Archives.
142
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other denominational agencies (e.g., the Board for Evangelism and Church
Planting, and the Board for Brotherhood Concerns) were more or less
expected to pick up where Department of Urban Ministries left off.
What’s harder to assess is whether the concerns the denomination’s
activists had raised in the late 1960s and early 1970s had any effect on the
denomination going forward. In his introduction to the UMAC’s report in
1973, Ron Sider argued that “concern for the whole man” had long been
a Brethren in Christ priority, though the history I’ve sketched in these
pages complicates that assertion.143 Yes, caring for people’s material needs
was part and parcel of Brethren in Christ outreach even in the nineteenth
century, but Sider seemed to imply that the Brethren in Christ had long
demonstrated a concern for “justice,” not just charity. That claim is
questionable. In the words of Carlton O. Wittlinger, the Brethren in Christ
were always engaged in a “quest for piety and obedience,” but rarely did
that quest entail working to transform the social structures that held people
down, African Americans in particular. To the contrary, it usually meant
avoiding the evil world as much as possible and/or pulling people out of
that evil world one soul at a time.
As we have seen, a combination of forces in the late 1960s moved the
Brethren in Christ Church in a more activist direction. By the early 1980s,
however, the denomination had returned to its historic mean with respect
to working for racial justice. In short, the complicated, difficult-to-solve
issues related to race had become non-issues in most realms of Brethren in
Christ leadership. There are many reasons why that was the case, but the
most important was this: American society as a whole had moved on to
other concerns, putting matters of racial justice in the rearview mirror, or at
least on the back burner. From the perspective of many white Americans, a
racial reckoning had taken place—past tense—and it was now time to think
about and work on other things.144 By largely embracing this perspective,

Sider, introduction to “Report to the Board for Missions,” 1.
In fact, raced-based remedies for racial inequalities and urban problems were often met with determined resistance. For an early exploration of this resistance, see Michael V. Namorato, ed., Have We
Overcome? Race Relations Since Brown (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 1979). For a more recent consideration, see Manning Marable, Race, Reform, and Rebellion: The Second Reconstruction and
Beyond in Black America, 1945-2006, 3rd ed. (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 2007).
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Brethren in Christ denominational leaders were not much different from
the larger white culture in which they lived, moved, and had their being.
They could now devote their energies to other matters which, in the 1980s,
meant planting a flurry of new churches, including some that focused
on reaching Korean immigrants in southern California and Latinos in
southern California and south Florida. Clearly, then, the Brethren in Christ
leadership was not unaware of America’s growing racial diversity, and it
purposefully devoted resources to making the Brethren in Christ Church
more racially and ethnically diverse. That said, with respect to addressing
America’s racial divides, it had more or less abandoned the programmatic
approach outlined by the UMAC in 1973, reverting instead to the approach
that it first employed in the late 1950s: start churches, save souls, and build
spiritually oriented friendships across racial lines.145
The denomination’s return to the mean on race-related issues was also a
result of personnel changes, particularly with respect to the church’s activist
contingent. In 1977, Ron Sider took a faculty position at Eastern Baptist
Theological Seminary where, over the years, he increasingly turned his
attention to the broader evangelical world.146 John Zercher died in 1979,
and his role as editor of the Evangelical Visitor was assumed by Glen Pierce,
the missions administrator who, up to that point, had been the person most
involved with the church’s urban initiatives. Two years later, Wilmer Heisey
resigned from his position at the Board for Missions to become executive
secretary of the Mennonite Central Committee, the same organization that
had hired John Stoner in 1975 to do peace education work. In the wake of
these departures and transitions, other Brethren in Christ people took up
the activist flag—Harriet Sider Bicksler, Merle Brubaker, Arlene Miller, and
Eber Dourte, to name a few—but they would always be fighting an uphill
battle, in part because they didn’t fill the key leadership posts that their
Thanks to Devin Manzullo-Thomas for this observation about planting ethnic churches in the 1980s
and its similarity to the Home Mission Board’s strategy in the late 1950s. This time around, of course,
the denomination did not place white pastors in the pulpits of non-white churches, nor did it try to start
predominantly African-American churches.
146
Perhaps owing to his Brethren in Christ background, Sider displayed an irenic demeanor in his social
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(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2014), 16.
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predecessors had filled. What’s more, the denomination had failed during
this time to recruit, raise up, or otherwise develop African-American
leaders who could speak to the issue of race—or to any other issue, for
that matter. In 1980, when denominational leaders gathered to do strategic
planning, the vast majority of their gatherings were just as white as they had
been in 1950.
In November 1979, Ron Sider was invited to speak to a consultation
of twenty-five Brethren in Christ Church leaders, a consultation called to
explore “the content of Scripture in relation to social justice and peace.”147
By this time Sider was no longer working at Messiah’s Philadelphia campus
and, with the publication of Rich Christians in an Age of Hunger in 1977, he
had become nationally known for his anti-hunger and anti-poverty work.148
His address at the consultation was titled “The Biblical Summons to Do
Justice: A Historic Choice for the Brethren in Christ,” and in it he encouraged
his Brethren in Christ listeners to be more than simply “ambulance drivers
who pick up the victims of unjust systems,” but rather be “builders who dare
to change the evil structures that produce the human victims of racism,
poverty, and war.”149 What’s most striking about Sider’s 1979 talk, which
overflows with biblical quotations, is not his call for more justice-minded
Christians to fight institutional racism. What’s most striking is that his call
sounds almost exactly like the one he had given six years earlier, in 1973, in
his introduction to the Urban Ministry Advisory Committee’s final report.
But while the contents of the two presentations are remarkably similar,
their respective tones are different. In 1973, Sider’s tone is optimistic: the
Brethren in Christ are on the cutting edge, and they have much to offer the
broader evangelical world with respect to challenging racism. In 1979, his
tone is more scolding: it’s high time for the Brethren in Christ to make the
“historic choice” to repair a broken world. Time was running short, and
“Report of Commission on Peace and Social Concerns,” Minutes of the One Hundred Sixth (Fourth
Biennial) General Conference, Article XVII, June 28-July 3, 1980, p. 116.
148
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the Brethren in Christ had been on the sidelines too long. It’s almost as if
the denomination’s racial reckoning had never happened, that it was still at
square one.
If that’s what Sider thought that day, he was mostly right: despite the
conversations that took place between 1966 and 1975, and despite the press
of activists in their midst, the Brethren in Christ remained firmly entrenched
in the white evangelical mainstream, where starting churches, sending
missionaries, and saving souls would continue to be the church’s primary
goal. Those things didn’t need to be antithetical to anti-racist work, but in a
world of limited resources and limited imaginations, a world where talking
about race was always more unsettling to white people than reassuring
to them, they often were. To be sure, the largely rural, overwhelmingly
white Brethren in Christ Church had traveled a long way since its “Negro
missions” days of the late 1950s, and sensitive, life-changing ministry had
surely taken place, but the “setting free of those who are oppressed” was still
a long way off. And the road ahead was anything but clear.
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