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Coughlin. A familiar—and dangerous—voice
was silenced.

African American Christianity in the
1920s and ’30s

'The great migration of black people to the cit-
ies continued after World War I, swelling the
urban black churches and giving rise to new
religious movements. Vincent Synan, a his-
torian of the Pentecostal movement, observes
that “since blacks in the South and elsewhere
occupied the bottom rung of the social ladder,
it was inevitable that large numbers would be
drawn to Pentecostalism, representing as it did
the religion of the poor.””* Growing numbers of
African American Christians felt blessed and
empowered by Pentecostal worship.
Father Divine (c. 1880-1965), an African
American holiness minister, founded the “best
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known and most influential of the Holinegs

Churches™ to emerge in the 1930s. Father

Divine opened the Peace Mission on Long

Island, New York, where people came for wor-

ship, healing, and inspiration. He insisted on

holy living (abstaining from known sins such
as alcohol and tobacco abuse), believed in racial
equality, and preached healing through positive
thinking. During the Great Depression when
s0 many people suffered from hunger, Father
Divine gave lavish feasts for hundreds of poor
people. His movement spread as he opencd
several churches (called “Heavens”) in northern
cities. Through his inspiring presence and acts
of generosity, Father Divine encouraged Pe‘)Pl‘e
of all races to put their faith in him. Some gfhl(;
followers began to address him as “GOd.a_n
“Jesus Christ.” It was said that Father le’me
warned his followers against reading the Bible:
lest this detract from his authority. In the 194'05
Father Divine became embroiled in a ¢°¢
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for lism much earlier, but the movement
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seemned home from the Great War only to
retzrthaf despite their military service tq their
f:untf)” racial prejudice was as strong as ever in
i d States. Old.er movements, like pro-
greSSiViSm and the Social Gospel, had failed to
Jdress racism. The Universal Negro Improve-
ment Association (UNIA) became a new ral-
jing point for black pride and progress. It was
tunded in 1914 by Marcus Garvey (1887-

1940) and grew very strong in the early 1920s.
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Black nationalist religion took a more stri-
dent form in the Nation of Islam or Black Mus-
lims. The Nation of Islam had older roots but
coalesced in Detroit in the 1930s. Its rejection
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with them to northern
cities. © Art Resource




of Christianity as the religion of “white devils”

and its call for black separatism distinguished
the Nation of Islam from traditional forms
of Islam (which called for peace and equality
among the races). A thorough discussion of
Islam and its many forms is beyond the scope
of this book. For our purposes, we must note
that by the early twentieth century, African
Americans were becoming increasingly aware
of religions faiths beyond Christianity. Some of
tbese faiths were a direct challenge to Chris-
t1ani.ty, while others incorporated elements of
Chrlstianity. But the black Christian churches

remaj 1ri 1
. an‘led the spiritual anchor of most African
Merican communities.



