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Introduction:


The experiences of the African- Americans in the United States can be likened to those of the Jewish exiles following the Babylonian conquest. In the year 587 B.C., the Jewish people, defeated by the Babylonians, were sent into exile to Alexandria. These Jews of the Diaspora did not abandon their religion and culture but were very much influenced by their encounter with the Alexandrian culture. African-Americans, who were originally Africans, found themselves exiled to America because of slavery. They came to the United States with their own rich African religious culture. In the United States, they saw the need to express their faith in a way that they have always known. Unfortunately, the institutional church, which first discriminated against them by arguing that, as blacks, they had no souls and thus needed no salvation, was reluctant to let them worship in the Church. Even after the church accepted the truth that African- Americans are also created in the image and likeness of God, or rather, the blackness of God, the Church has consistently failed to respond to the liturgical needs of the African Americans. This has given rise to the question of the possibility of being black and Catholic. 


Over the years, many African- American Catholic Communities
 have tried to “integrate” their African Culture with Catholic Worship. While the various attempts have not been truly attempts in liturgical inculturation, progress has been made in the use of gospel music and fiery style sermons in communities privileged to have an authentically black priest. As a whole, there has been no organic process of inculturation within the community where African- Americans can have a rite that is wholly African and not Roman, a rite that would reflect Africa’s cultural heritage, their experiences of slavery and the plantation religion. 


George Augustus Stallings, Jr., attempted to produce such a rite. This gave rise to crisis within the Church that he eventually left to found the African- American Catholic Congregation. This paper is a survey work of the man behind the African -American Rite and the crisis and schism that resulted because of his interest in this rite. At the time of the schism, though his parish church was characterized by art representations of the black Jesus, fiery and emotional sermons, and cultural dancing during liturgy, there was no fully developed African- American Rite. Stallings argues that the resistance of the Church to allow his proposed rite is racist. An exploration of the experiences of Black Catholics in the United States would help us to understand Stallings’ allegations of racism in the Catholic Church. Next we shall look at how Stallings was influenced by currents, generally, in Black Religion in the 60’s and 70’s. Then, we shall see how Stallings models a long list of Black Charismatic preachers, who, in the context of religious initiatives, founded their own religious groups. The rational–choice theory of religion will be employed to respond to some questions we believe this schism has raised. We shall conclude by presenting the teaching of Vatican II and will posit whether Stallings represents or deviates from this teaching. 
George Augustus Stallings, Jr.


Archbishop George Augustus Stallings, Jr., was born on the 17th of March, 1948, in New Bern, North Carolina, to George Augustus Stallings, Sr., and Dorothy Smith. The youthful George was exposed by his grandmother, Bessie Taylor, to black Baptist Church worship, enjoyed it so much that he also desired to be a preacher.
 He would later find this desire realized in his own Church, the Roman Catholic Church, by becoming a priest. George was very Afrocentric from a young age. During his high school years, he challenged the orders of the bishop that every student should shave his mustache. The young George, we are told, argued that he could not do it because the mustache was a reflection of his black identity.


Having within him a deep desire to become a minister in the Catholic Church, George proceeded after high school to St. Pius X Seminary, a college seminary in Kentucky. Here he was graduated with a bachelor’s degree in Philosophy in 1970. After his college seminary, he was sent by his bishop to study at the prestigious North American College, Rome. He lived in this college and took classes at the Pontifical University of St. Thomas Aquinas and earned three degrees between 1970 and 1975. He acquired a bachelor’s degree in Sacred Theology, a master’s degree in Pastoral Theology and a Licentiate in Sacred Theology. 


George was ordained a priest in 1974 and served as an associate pastor between 1974 and 1976 at our Lady of Peace Church, Washington, D.C. In 1976, at a very young age of 28 years and just two years after ordination as a priest, he was named a pastor of St. Teresa of Avila, Washington, D.C. He was the pastor of this church for 22 years before he was named the Evangelist of the Archdiocese of Washington, D.C Evangelism Program. One year after having received this new appointment, he left the Archdiocese to found the African American Catholic Congregation. He was ordained a bishop in 1990 by the Old Catholics, a schismatic group not in communion with Rome, and Archbishop in 1991 with the same group. 


In the year 2001, George Stallings married Sayomi Kamimoto, a native of Okinawa, Japan, by the Messianic Korean Spiritual leader, Reverend Sun Myung Moon. He became a father of two sons. 


George Stallings has had numerous appearances in the news media. He has been featured in The Oprah Winfrey Show, Larry King Live, Phil Donahue Show, Diane Rhem Show,  to mention but a few. He is the author the book, I am … Living in the Rhythm of the god within the key of g minor. He says he is also writing his autobiography titled, Confessions of a Renegade Priest.
 

Crisis and Schism


George Stallings’ primary issue with the Catholic Church he says is racism. He views the Catholic Church as a white supremacist institution that is biased towards the blacks. He wrote, 
As a successfully black [Roman Catholic] priest, I recognize I could write my own ticket, but I never felt at peace. No matter what I wanted to do, I always had to get the stamp of the white establishment, … I realize the church is a white racist institution controlled by a preponderantly Euro-American white male hierarchy that for a century had decided the fate of black people in the Catholic church, … My blackness could no longer tolerate it.

 

He believes that the insensitivity of the Church to a black rite is not because there is anything gravely wrong with having an African rite but is solely because of racism that is deeply part of the Roman Catholic Church. As Beverly Carroll, the Director of the Secretariat for Black Catholics of the National Conference of Catholic Bishops says, Stallings position represents the general attitude of African Americans towards the Catholic Church. She told American Magazine during the Stallings’ crisis in 1992 that, 

Father Stallings – Archbishop Stallings now – has tapped an underlying ambivalent feeling that many African-Americans feel toward the Catholic Church. Many African-Americans relate to the Church in the same way that they relate to American Society. There’s a feeling that you belong but you don’t belong.

 


In an interview I had with her, I referred to the above statement and asked her specifically if she thinks the Catholic Church in the United States is racist towards African-Americans. She said the problem in the United States is that after Vatican II, most American Catholics were not prepared cross-culturally. In their thinking, since African Americans speak in the English language, they do not need a separate way of celebrating the liturgy. When some of the black priests, religious and lay people started advancing forms of inculturation within the African-American Catholic community that were familiar to their culture, some persons were afraid of certain changes. She, however, accepts that the church mirrors society but thinks that the church has been accommodating since the 60’s.
 Some of the new forms advanced by black Catholics were the use of gospel music at worship, clapping and dancing at liturgical celebrations.  
Jacqueline Wilson, the former director of the office for Black Catholics in the Archdiocese of Washington told bishops at the Synod for America in Rome that, “… too many more clergy, religious and laity [African-Americans] are hurt, angry, disappointed and feel isolated and marginalized. African-Americans still view the church as a racist institution.
 

Stallings’ interest in the African- American rite project is to establish a rite that would appeal to the experiences of the African- American people and a rite in which African- Americans would feel they belonged to the Catholic Church. He says that his interest is to create a Christianity that is African -centered and a worldview that allows a people moved by the experiences of their own culture to take control of their destinies.
 He considers this interest he has a dangerous one to the White Catholic Establishment. He expects that his empowerment of black people through Afrocentric liturgies would bring about so much spiritual and economic development among black people and give them a strong voice within the Church. Speaking to Ebony Magazine in 1989, he said, 

I am dangerous because the White establishment already perceives me as one who is going to call forth the best in African-Americans. I am dangerous because the White establishment knows fully well that when we develop an economic, political, cultural, social and religious base that we own and control, we then can flex our muscles and make certain demands on that institution and not back off.

 


Stallings’ Afrocentric program in the African American Catholic Community, he contends, is not only a program of spiritual empowerment but a holistic program that empowers the people both economically, politically, culturally and socially. He would later draw all these principles from Kwanzaa celebration and make Kwanzaa one of the key beliefs of his Church. He considers his Catholicism among African- Americans, which is a blend of the secular and the divine, a model of Jesus’ ministry. He says that, Jesus was very politically involved. He was constantly challenging the power structure.


Not every African- American leader accepts with Stallings that his problem with the Church is that of racism. The thirteen African-American bishops at the time of the crisis in 1989 issued a statement suggesting that Stallings is commingling personal disappointment, individually felt frustrations and personal anger under the banner of racism.
 Jacqueline Wilson, who at the time was the director for Black Catholics in the Washington Archdiocese, believes that Stallings’ movement has nothing to do with race but that Stallings has an inordinate desire to be in power.
 These charges are informed by reasonable speculations that Stallings wanted to become a Catholic Bishop and was frustrated when he did not get named one. 


Stallings’ problem with the Archdiocese of Washington, D.C., started when he was pastor of St. Teresa’s Church. Stallings, in his bid to make the Catholic Church more welcoming to African- Americans, defied most liturgical rules. He pastored the church as if it were an independent church. Bishop James P. Lyke of Atlanta at the time wondered if St. Teresa’s could be considered a Catholic Church. This is because there was no sense of communion between St. Teresa’s and other churches in the archdiocese and with the Cardinal bishop of Washington, D.C. Bishop Lyke said to America Magazine,  
… when [Stallings] he was pastor of St. Theresa’s Catholic Church, one might question whether he was pastoring a Catholic Church. For example, one could go to St. Theresa’s Catholic Church on any given Sunday and become fully incorporated and Eucharitized on the same Sunday.
 

 

What was going on at St. Teresa’s is that people who came to the Church, even if that was their first time of coming to a Catholic Church, they became members of the church and were welcome to receive the Eucharist. One does not need any guesses to figure out how the number of parishioners skyrocketed during his time there. It is said that the number of parishioners increased from 200 to 2000.
  


Stallings is said to have introduced into the liturgy a traditional black preaching style, and elements of African -American history and music.
 It must be noted that Stallings was not the first to conceive the idea of inculturation in the African-American Catholic community. Sr. Thea Bowman said that since the 60’s, many black Catholics having been working towards developing black theology and liturgies that effectively represent the African- American experiences, values and cultures.
. Some of the things Stallings did in St. Teresa’s Church included hanging a painting in the church that depicted Christ as a black man, introduced gospel music during the Mass, and delivering fiery sermons that are reminiscent of black protestant preacher’s style. 

Stallings strongly believes that it was the wish of the Holy Spirit that he becomes the founder of an Africentric church. According to the official history of the church, 

For many months, he [Stallings] prayed and agonized over his vision and mission. He decided to remain a Roman Catholic Priest and accept the Position of Diocesan Evangelist. However, the call from God was still on his heart.

It is important to note that the job of Diocesan Evangelist was given to Stallings after repeated times of abstention from his parish responsibilities because of preaching engagements outside the area. Even in his new job as the Diocesan Evangelist, The Washington Post reported that Cardinal Hickey was very disappointed with his performance. He failed to present even a single proposal as to how the church might effectively reach out to black people.
 

His official break with the Church started when he expressed his desire to Cardinal Hickey that he intended to found an African American Catholic Church with its separate rite. According to The Frederick Post, Cardinal James Hickey’s response to him was to go see a Church psychologist.
 
On July 2, 1989, Stallings founded the African - American Catholic Congregation with the celebration of Mass in the Dumbarton Chapel of the Howard University School of Law. They were an estimated 2,300 people in attendance.  In the initial stage of his church Stallings was able to draw a good number of African American Catholics. Beverly Carroll told me in an interview that, most African- Americans in the initial stage went to the Imani Temple because of the cultural adaptations Stallings made. Examples of such changes were those he made in terms of the readings, as in selecting readings that appeal to black people and the music selections familiar to black culture. Furthermore, while at this time, most black parishes had only inculturated the opening and closing hymn of the Mass, Stallings took the issues of inculturation to the next level by Africanizing the whole liturgy.

Stallings officially declared his independence from the Catholic Church on The Phil Donahue Show on January 30, 1990. He told the viewers, As of today, the African- American Catholic Congregation is going independent and is no longer under Rome … no longer under the Pope.
 The Catholic Standard, the official newspaper of the Catholic Archdiocese of Washington, published a statement by Rev. William Kane, the Vicar General of the Archdiocese, that, By his public declaration that he has separated himself from the church and by his renunciation of church teaching, Father Stallings has excommunicated himself.
 Stallings, however, did not consider himself as excommunicated from the Catholic Church. The Frederick Post quoted Stallings as saying in February of 1990, 

We still view ourselves as part of the Catholic Church and have no intention of leaving it. If anything, we are of the conviction that it will be the church that will leave us rather than we leaving her … Our main objective is to make the Catholic church more responsive to the profound spiritual and cultural demands of African-American people.
[24] 

 

It is obvious from the above statement that his creating an African-American Catholic Church is an instrument of liberation intended to force the Catholic Church to respond to the cultural needs of African-Americans. He compares his African- American Rite, or The Rite of the people as he sometimes calls it, to other rites of the Eastern churches. In the official history of his church, he says, 

From the onset, the African-American Catholic congregation never undertook to smear, destroy, or discredit Roman Catholicism. Rather the AACC knew it was time to create a viable alternative for those who wanted to embrace Catholicism out of the context of an African centered approach. This form of Catholicism would allow African-Americans to lay claim to their own destiny ….


His statement suggests that the European style of worship in the United States does not give African-Americans the opportunity to develop themselves holistically towards their economic, political, cultural and religious freedom. It is worth knowing that for Stallings, the religious is not separated from the economic or the political. All of these are interwoven. 

The Black Catholic Experience of Racism


Stallings cites racism as one of the major reasons for his founding the African American Catholic Congregation. He reads the resistance of the Church towards an inculturated African- American rite as another act of racism against African- Americans. Stallings’ allegations are not unfounded because the experience of black Catholics in America has been an experience of racism. Black Catholics in America have always been discriminated against by their white Catholic colleagues. As Beverly Carroll said, the church mirrors society and since the experience of the blacks in America has been that of racial discrimination, the church mirrors the same.
 

Blacks in America were racially discriminated against because they were slaves and were considered to be commodities for trade and not human beings. This perception of the blacks was carried into the church. Cyprian Davis, a church historian beautifully formulates, 

Slavery stains the history of American Catholicism in the same way it stains the history of the rest of America. If the Church is the place the people of God are, it will be agreed that prior to the Civil War part of the Catholic Church was enslaved.


His point emphasizes that made by Beverly Carroll that the church mirrors the society. The Church is composed of the people of God who are also the people of the society. Members of the church are a product of a socialization that for many years taught them that blacks were either sub-human or not human. We see this clearly during the plantation era when preachers debated if they should minister to the black slaves in the plantations? Those who were opposed to ministry among the black salves argued that blacks did not need salvation because they had no souls. 

African -Americans were never evangelized by American Catholic Clergy. It was the 1866 Baltimore Second Plenary Council of U.S. Bishops that called for the evangelization of African- Americans. Even then, White Catholics resisted this effort. According to Donald Swift, “At that council, the bishops, at the request of Roman authorities, discussed means of meeting the spiritual needs of African- Americans. Though some bishops had a low opinion of the abilities of blacks, the bishops were concerned with their spiritual welfare.
 While the bishops started making minimal efforts to evangelize African Americans, they did not see any need to change their social status. 

The Catholic Church in America maintained for many years the social status of African Americans. The experiences of Father Augustine Tolton, the first African American recognized priest, have to an extent formed the perception of many African -American Catholics towards the Church. Tolton’s experiences were those of racism. No seminary in the United States would accept him. It was through the efforts of the Minister General of the Franciscans that he would later be sent to Rome to undertake his formation solely for mission in Africa. It was the persistence of Cardinal Simeoni, the prefect of Propaganda Fidei, that Tolton was ordained for the diocese of Alton in Illinois. He would later move to Chicago archdiocese because of the problem of racism.
 His experiences are important to African- American Catholics because if the white clergy would not minister to black Catholics and, simultaneously, black Catholics were not allowed to go to the seminary, it means, the white Catholic Church did not want black Catholics. Many white clergy truly did not want black Catholics. They saw it as a waste of money and resources to minister to people who have no value for the Church. In a letter published in 1903 and written by Joseph Anciaux, a Belgian Josephite, he wrote,
 Nearly all priests (even the most pious) fear the reproach of white citizens so much that they scarcely dare to make the slightest effort on behalf of blacks; others are so imbued with prejudice that they say: “The care of blacks is not my concern, they do not belong to my flock. A certain priest said to me: ‘One wastes time and money in ministering to blacks’; and another said to me: “what reason can there be that you are so solicitous for the Negro?
 

Joseph Anciaux’s letter goes on to chronicle some issues of racism in the Church in America. He mentions the issue of segregation in the church, the denial of blacks admission to Catholic schools in the South or to any Catholic college or university in the country. One citation in his letter reflects deeply the attitude of the Church in America for many years, an attitude that still lingers to this day. The vicar-general of the diocese of New Orleans told him, in America no black man should be ordained. Just as illegitimate sons are declared irregular by Canon Law … so blacks can be declared irregular because they are held in such contempt by whites.
 
Thomas Wyatt Turner, the Chairman of the Committee for the Advancement of Colored Catholics wrote a letter to Archbishop Bonzano in November 1919 requesting his help in opposing acts of discrimination carried against black Catholics by white Catholics. He drew his attention in the letter to the failure of the Josephites’ educating more blacks for the Catholic priesthood, the official policy of the Catholic University of America to reject applications from blacks and the neglect of Catholic education for black children. Also, a serious issue was raised about the refusal of the Catholic University of America to allow black Sisters, who staffed many of the black schools, to get their further training during the summer as other teaching sisters could.

Because of the issue of racism, the Catholic Church was not successful in her evangelization work among African- Americans. She gained a significant number of new members from the African -American Community only by the middle of the twentieth century. Swift writes thus, 

Some African Americans entered the Catholic Church then because it had pressed for desegregation in the South since the 1940s. Non-Catholic African- American children were permitted to attend Catholic schools in both the North and the South. Some families entered the Roman Church by becoming acquainted with it through its schools.

While one may argue that the attitude of the church towards the blacks has changed significantly since the middle of the 20th century, the experiences of many blacks in the Church is still that of a church that is racist. In 1989, Rev. George Clements told Ebony Magazine that, When we had our first meeting of the Black Catholic Clergy Caucus in Detroit back in 1968, … the first sentence of our final statement was that the Catholic Church of the United States is primarily a White racist institution. Since that time, nothing has really happened to change that.
 Considering the composition of this clergy association, which comprises almost every ordained black priest in the United States, such a statement has great magnitude and reflects deeply their experiences. Stallings was aware of such publications and he lived through a seminary that was less than 1% black to have experienced how poorly black seminarians were treated. Many black seminarians so often withdraw from seminary formation programs because of what they refer to as racial discrimination against them. The statistics from the Black Catholic Conference of the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops reveal how the racist structure has affected black Catholics. Of the three million African Americans in the United States, there are 798 parishes serving them. While the total number of parishes is impressive, over 90% of the parishes do not have black priests serving them. There are only 75 black priests in the country. Out of the 250 bishops in the country, only 14 of them are African- American. Six of the bishops are auxiliary bishops without rights of succession, two are retired and only six are bishops with their own dioceses.
 

These numbers are significant because they represent a disproportion between African- Americans and white Americans. Having a fewer number of black priests ministering to African-Americans means having fewer vocations from the black community. Importantly, black priests are able to challenge young black people through their words and life to become priests. In many parts of the United States, many black children have not seen a black priest; they do not even believe that a black person can become a priest. Raboteau writes that “If the opportunity to identify with a priest is an important element in vocations to the priesthood, the scarcity of Black role models, accompanied by the fear of rejection, has had a devastating impact upon the growth of a Black clergy in the American Church.
 

The general impression, however, of African- American Catholics is that the church is racist towards them. In a 1996 study commissioned by the National Black Catholic Congress, 51 percent of the respondents said The Catholic church as whole does not seem to care about the needs of African-Americans, and 60 percent said, I sometimes feel discriminated against in the church because of my race.
 Stallings contends that it is the issue of racism that he is trying to address by introducing the African- American Catholic Rite that would be respectful of black Catholics. 

Black Religion in the 60s and 70s


Stallings was deeply impacted by the events of the 60’s and 70’s in the United States. This time in the history is considered the era of the Civil Rights Movement. Civil rights were championed by black religious groups and leaders. The leaders of this movement also doubled as religious leaders or founders of different denominations. Some of the major figures during this time were Martin Luther King, Elijah Muhammad, Malcolm X, Andrew Young, Joseph Lowery, Ralph Abernathy, Fred Shuttlesworth and Jesse Jackson. 


The Civil Rights Movement started with the Supreme Court’s Brown Decision of 1954 and the Montgomery Bus Boycott of 1955. The decision of the United States Supreme Court in 1954 was a significant turn in the history of the United States because it took away the legal ground on which racial segregation of schools and public facilities rested. The court ruled that racial segregation violates the Fourteenth Amendment to the Constitution, which guarantees all U.S. citizens equal protection.
 When on December 1, 1955, Rosa Parks, a black woman, was arrested for not giving up her seat in a bus to a white person, members of the NAACP, together with a group of Montgomery women, protested by organizing a bus boycott. Though these two events are said to be the beginning of the movement, Allitt thinks its foundation was laid many years before those events by religious leaders. He writes, 

Martin Luther King ,Sr., for example, the minister of Ebenezer Baptist Church in Atlanta, had led a black protest march to the Atlanta City Hall in 1935, demanding the vote for blacks. King’s maternal grandfather, Adam Daniel Williams, also a minister, had led a black protest against a municipal bond issue for education that lacked any provision for black high schools.


The Civil Rights Movement was led by Martin Luther King, Jr., a black, young Baptist clergy. King considered his work in the movement as a prophetic mission. He says that it was as if God was saying to him, Martin Luther, stand up for righteousness. Stand up for justice. Stand up for the truth. And lo I will be with you, even unto the end of the world.
 King was a visionary leader for the movement. He stood for justice, love and hope. He insisted on non-violence and promoted peaceful resistance. 


While all black people wanted equal rights, not everyone accepted the approach of King and some other members of the Civil Rights Movement. Some black members were afraid of their social status being jeopardized more because of the actions of the Civil Rights Movements. Some clergy argued that it was inappropriate for clergy to be involved in such movements. Some of the elderly clergy focused their messages on heaven where there will be no segregation. In 1960, Joseph Jackson, the leader of the Seven-Million-Member National Baptist Convention, decided that black churches should not be involved in civil rights work. This caused serious disagreements within the denomination so that King, who was a member of the organization, led an activist minority in 1961 out of the denomination. They founded a new group that year called the Progressive National Baptist Convention.
 


While most of the work of the Civil Rights Movement in the South was against racial segregation, in the North, it was against racial restrictions in housing and employment. Allitt gives an example of a Philadelphia minister, Leon Sullivan, who led a group of four hundred fellow ministers in organizing boycotts of white businesses that would not hire or promote black employees.
 One important point to make though is that the Catholic Church was never at the forefront of the Civil Rights Movement. Cyprian Davis thinks the reason is because few black priests were in leadership positions of any kind in the early sixties. … moreover, the notion that it was unseemly for either clergy or religious to engage in public spectacles like demonstrations was especially strong among Catholics in general.
 Catholics, however, in minorities joined in local protests and participated in the big marches that took place. 


Martin Luther King was killed in 1968. The movement still continues to this day. Leadership in the movement has remained in the hands of highly effective clergymen. The Civil Rights Movement counts as its major achievements, the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965.
 


These black religious movements in the 60’s and 70’s all had one goal:  promoting a society in which blacks and whites would be considered to have equal rights. Though these groups promoted desegregation, they promoted black religion which by itself is segregation. Allitt beautifully concludes, The Civil Rights Movement aimed to desegregate Southern life, but, paradoxically, it drew much of its strength and inspiration from the segregated black churches.
 We want to mention here that they did not begin to establish new churches at the time to respond to their needs but the many years of segregation had forced them to establish these black churches that provided for their spiritual needs as they try to worship God in a way that reflects their cultural heritage and experiences. In the next section of this paper, we shall discuss how these black churches and sects grew. What is important here, however, is the fact that there was a collective power that arose as a result of black people worshipping God in a particular way. It was this power that led them to fight for their rights together in America. 

There is power when people have a collective voice and hold a common position. This would be one of the most influential effects of the civil movement on Stallings. He is aware of the fact that if black people constitute themselves into one single Rite in the Catholic Church with one common leader and one common way of celebrating the liturgy, the highest point of the Church’s worship, the voices of black people would be more heard in the Church. He is aware of the success of the Civil Rights Movement and he is confident of this success in the church. Thus, he constantly reechoes the themes of the Civil Rights Movement in his speeches; he cites frequently Martin Luther King, Jr., and other members of the Civil Rights Movement. You see the influence of this movement on him principally in what he sets out as the mission of his denomination. Just like members of the Civil Rights Movements tried to make a connection between the spiritual and social, Stallings tries to make that same connection between what happens in the religious and in the secular world.
 

Charismatic Black Leaders


Stallings model a long historical line of charismatic black leaders who, in the context of religious initiatives, founded their own sects, cult, church or tradition. In this paper, we shall briefly consider only three major figures. These are Richard Allen, Malcolm X, and George Alexander.


One of the primary figures in African American Christian history is Richard Allen. He was the most famous of the Negro preachers in the North.
 Richard Allen was born into slavery in Philadelphia on February 14, 1760, as a slave of Bejamin Chew, a prominent lawyer and the Chief Justice of the Commonwealth from 1774-1777.
 He was sold, together with his family, to a farmer in Delaware. In Delaware, he was converted by an itinerant preacher, Freeborn Garretson, to the Methodist faith. After the Revolutionary War, Allen got a license to preach to blacks and whites from New York to South Carolina. Allen felt that he has a special responsibility to preach the gospel among Africans and people of African descent, as well as those of all ethnic, racial and cultural backgrounds. For him, 

These were the people, who, because of segregation and discrimination in church and state, were being dehumanized, ostracized, exploited, robbed, by-passed and otherwise mistreated. They needed to be organized and needed to have a Christian guiding principle of action.

 His ministry attracted the attention of Methodists leaders, including the first American bishop of the Methodist church, Francis Asbury.
In one of his preaching engagements near Philadelphia, an elder in the Methodist Church asked him to preach a 5:00 A.M. service to black congregants at St. George’s Methodist Church. The reason for this time was in order for the service not to interfere with the time the whites came in for their own services. He also preached frequently around black neighborhoods. He preached as many as four to five times daily. About 42 black families gathered for his services. As his group continued to grow, he saw the need to build a place of worship for black people, but this idea was rejected by the respectable black people of the city. According to Allen, three colored brethren … the Rev. Absalom Jones, William White and Dorus Ginnings [who] united with me as soon as it became public and known.
 This decision was not welcomed by the white elder of the Church. According to Allen, when he was told about this plan, he used very degrading and insulting language on them, and tried to prevent them from going on. Allen, however, was determined to go on with the plan. He writes, “We all belonged to St. George’s Church … we felt ourselves much cramped; but my dear Lord was with us, and we believed, if it was his will, the work would go on, and that we would be able to succeed in building the house of the Lord.

In 1786 when he and other black people were denied the freedom to worship at St. George’s Church, he politely walked out. According to the official history of the church, the movement which started as a walk out blossomed and became the African Methodist Episcopal Church.
 

Malcolm X was a member of the nation of Islam. The nation of Islam was founded by Elijah Muhammad, a migrant to Detroit from rural Georgia. This organization worked to guide black prisoners and poor black people in urban areas away from alcohol, drugs and crime. According to Allitt, becoming a member of this sect meant accepting a puritanical way of life: no tea, coffee, alcohol, or tobacco, and no eating of pork. It meant regular prayer at the mosque, regular work, formal dress, absolute personal rectitude, and an attitude of defiant pride….
 Malcolm was born in 1925 in Omaha, Nebraska. He was converted to Islam while in prison for a burglary. When he came out from prison in 1925, he became an activist in the Nation of Islam. He became Elijah Muhammads second in command and led the Temple 10 in New York City. 

Though Elijah Muhammad was a charismatic personality, the person who made this sect popular was Malcolm X. His oratory was very electrifying and through it, he popularized the group.
 As a powerful and cogent speaker, Malcolm attracted many converts. According to Swift, 

While Elijah Muhammad taught passive rejection of white racism, Malcolm X thought some self-assertion should be involved in the rejection. He ridiculed King’s doctrines of nonviolence and love for white neighbors, stating that only fools ‘could love someone who has treated them as the white man has treated you.’

 Malcolm X argued for the separation of the two races. He linked the identity of African-Americans to their blackness. He rejected Christianity from the basis that it was the white man’s religion. He argued that black people needed a black religion, one that would bestow self-respect upon them for being black.

Malcolm X broke away from the Nation of Islam in 1964 after his pilgrimage to Mecca. He founded his own organization called Moslem Mosque, Inc. His practice of Islam was more orthodox from this point onward and he moderated his rhetoric of racial separation.

George Alexander McGuire was born in Antigua, Jamaica, in 1886. He migrated to the United States in 1894. He was ordained a priest in the Anglican Church in 1897. He worked as an archdeacon for Colored Work in Arkansas between 1905 and 1908. Becoming frustrated over the Episcopal Church’s unresponsiveness in opening leadership positions, in particular, the bishopric, to black people, McGuire left the United States and returned to his native Antigua and began a five-year pastorate at St. Paul’s Church.
 In Antigua, he joined the Universal Negro Improvement Association. This association was founded by Marcus Garvey ,who taught that Jesus was a Black man. Garvey also encouraged African Americans to return to Africa and improve the societies there.
 

McGuire later returned to the United States and Garvey gave him the job of reordering the religious thinking of the over three million members of his movement.
 McGuire taught the blacks to forget the white gods and to erase the white gods from their memory. As a response to his teachings, Black churches across the country ripped out the painting of blond, blue-eyed Jesuses staring down from the walls of their sanctuaries and painted over the windows featuring the heavenly experiences of the white elect.
 As his teachings continued to be accepted among the black community, McGuire wanted to establish an international black church, over which he would rule. He incorporated the Independent Episcopal Church in 1920 and announced that this was the harbinger of the African Episcopal Church. Unfortunately, Garvey wanted nothing to do with McGuire’s plans for a church. Because of this, McGuire broke with Garvey and the Independent Episcopal Church became the African Orthodox Church with McGuire as its leader.

Stallings shares much in common with the figures we have just discussed. These were charismatic personalities that felt they have a mission to minister to people of African and African- American descent. They had different initiatives on how to successfully accomplish this. For Richard Allen, it was establishing a separate church where black people would worship; for Malcolm X, it was establishing a separate mosque; and for George Alexander McGuire, it was establishing an international black church. Their separations from their original groups were due to some disagreements as they tried to pursue their own religious initiatives contrary to those of their leaders. We see the same scenario play itself out in the case of Stallings. Stallings, like our three figures, is a very charismatic personality. He had a passion for ministry among Africans and African-Americans. Stallings had the initiative to create a new rite that would better respond to the needs of African-Americans. He also had ambitions to become the leader of this new branch of the Roman Catholic Church he intended to establish. Because of disagreements with the Church’s hierarchy, Stallings left the Roman Catholic Church to found his own church, The African-American Catholic Congregation. 

 

Applying the Rational Choice Theory


Why would Archbishop Stallings choose to leave the Roman Catholic Church to found his own church? Why would black Catholics choose to leave the Catholic Church with Stallings? Why did many Catholics who left with Stallings return to the Roman Catholic Church? Why has the growth rate of the church continue to decline? We shall use the rational choice theory and the free rider problem to approach these questions. The limitation of our work in this analysis is the lack of sociological data as it relates to the African- American Catholic Congregation. 


Sociologists and psychologists, such as Sigmund Freud and Karl Marx, have tried to explain religion by first discounting it. If religion is an illusion or an opium, why do people practice it? Stark and Finke say these sociologists and psychologists will answer the question thus: When it comes to religion, apparently reasonable beings are unreasonable – religion is rooted in the irrational.
 Proponents of the rational choice theory, such as Laurence Iannaccone and Rodney Stark, disagree with this answer. Stark says rational choice involves weighing the expected cost and benefits of one’s actions and then seeking to act on them so as to maximize net benefits.
 Stark begins with a proposition thus, Individuals choose their actions rationally, including those actions which concern compensators.
 Using this proposition, what is the rational choice Stallings, together with some of his followers, made when they left the Catholic Church? For Stallings, being a Charismatic personality with a lot of followers, he anticipated a mega African- American Catholic Congregation in which he was going to be both the Archbishop and the Patriarch. The cost of his schism was the fact that he was going to lose communion with the Catholic Church. The benefits, however, were numerous. Some of the benefits are: he would have the full authority over his congregation to determine issues of authority; he could now carry out his project of inculturation in the manner and style that he chose, no longer under the authority of some pope or authority of the Catholic Church; he can get Episcopal ordination from one of the schismatic Catholic congregations that have apostolic succession, in this way he would have valid orders and enjoy the status of a bishop, a status never given to him by the Roman Catholic Church; as a leader of his own church, he could marry and raise his own family. When these benefits are contrasted against the cost, it was a rational choice for him to leave the Catholic Church to found his own church. 


If Stallings made a rational choice to leave the Catholic Church because of the benefits, did his followers also made a rational choice? The cost for his followers was a separation from the Catholic faith, one the loss of communion with the Catholic Church. However, there were also some anticipated benefits for various members that left. Some of the benefits included the ability to worship God in a way that reflected their cultural heritage; more lay participation in ministry; ability to use contraceptives and carry out abortions in specific circumstances; freedom from the racism of the Roman Catholic Church; and the sense of a community. Individuals who left the Catholic Church to join Stallings church evaluated the cost against the benefits. 


One thing important to note here is that not every person who initially left with Stallings stayed. Some members returned to the Catholic Church. Stark gives us an axiom that would help us evaluate this. He says, People differ greatly in their relative evaluations of specific rewards or benefits.
 Most Catholics that joined the church returned to the Catholic Church within three years and a good number stayed. Those that left did not leave because they made an irrational choice but because they did not have complete information. They made their decision to join the group based on the available information and the anticipated benefits. Within three years in the group, a good number did not find their anticipated benefits and they made a rational choice to return to the Catholic Church. The way in which people evaluate benefit varies from person to person. Stark contends that some people will evaluate any given benefit more highly than some other people will.
 Because of this variance in evaluation of benefits, some people stayed with Stallings and other people returned to the Catholic Church. It must be noted here that while some people were able to make these evaluations within the first few months, it took others a longer time to evaluate their costs and benefits. 


To help us explain the problem of continuous decline in the African- American Catholic Congregation is the proposition Religion involves collective action, and all collective action is potentially subject to exploitation by free riders.
 In a group, every member is expected to contribute towards the success of its goal. When people receive benefits, not in proportion to their individual contribution but in proportion to the contribution of everyone, there is a problem. The problem is due to the fact that since every member realizes that whether or not he or she contributes, the benefits are going to be the same, and some members would begin to reduce how much they contribute.
 A good number of people who followed Stallings, including some of his initial clergy were dissatisfied Catholics who lacked commitment even to the Roman Catholic Church. Because Stallings allowed contraception, abortion, married clergy, women ordination, he was able to appeal to a good number of African-Americans who had difficulties accepting contrary teachings from the Roman Catholic Church. Some of these people became the free riders in his church. 


Stallings church also continues to decline because of the lack of strictness of the church. Numerous sociological researches have shown that the strict churches are stronger than the liberal churches where everything goes.
 In order for Stallings to appeal to many African American Catholics, he allowed in his church all the things that many Americans uphold against the Catholic Church. Also, membership in his church was easy, one could be baptized and receive the Eucharist on the same day that the person indicated interest to become a member of the Church. Just as it was easy for the person to become a member of the Church, in the same way, it was easy for the person to leave the church. Our study of the Church shows that the continuous decline in the church is due to the lack of commitment of its members. 

Conclusion

George Stallings has made a compelling case for the problem of racism in the Catholic Church and the need for inculturation of the African American experience in the Catholic Church. His solution to the problem is establishing an African American Catholic Congregation in which the black experience would be inculturated and African- Americans would be liberated. Rites in the Catholic Church grew organically as the Christian message encountered a particular culture or people and were not artificially created. Vatican II has welcomed the inculturation of the Christian message. The Fathers of the Council described the incarnation of Jesus Christ as the first reality of inculturation. They said that Jesus Christ took on the nature of man and lived within a specific local custom. Within the different parts of the world in which the church is present or is being taken to, there exists a diversity of cultures and each of these cultures has a richness through which it can express the Catholic faith.
 The cultural incarnation of Jesus Christ is very important because it creates an opportunity for people in any place that has received the gospel of Christ to experience a re-incarnation of Christ within their milieu. This gives Christians everywhere the opportunity to experience Christ’s incarnation and express the faith they have appropriated in a way that is familiar to them. The Christian faith is so rich that one culture cannot claim to have a full and universal expression of it. It is thus necessary, the Council Fathers write, that the faith should be adapted in various contexts.

This decree, Ad Gentes, invites laypeople within the local churches to use the incarnation of Jesus as the model of the adaptation of the faith in different cultural contexts. It invites God’s people in a particular local church, both missionaries and natives to be true witnesses to Christ, familiarize themselves with the culture, guard it, develop it and perfect it in Christ, so the faith and the life of the church will not be alien to the society in which they live. This document calls for a local adaptation and evaluation of a local culture and advises that the elements of the culture which do not take away from the substance of the faith be held.
 

The Council Fathers were encouraging specifically two things: the preservation of culture and the evaluation of culture towards proper adaptation. They see great good in the cultures of the people and how these cultures are important in the transmission of the Christian message. It is important for the missionaries and the Christian people to get to know the culture of the people before they try any adaptation. It is not enough for the missionaries to rely on the word of the catechist alone or voices of a few; He or she must become active participant in the culture. People born into a particular culture must get to know their culture well. While it is good to adapt cultures, it is important to know those cultures well and subject them to evaluation to confirm their faithfulness to the Christian message. 

The document Gaudium et spes speaks extensively on culture and religion and the need to bridge the gap between both. This document says that Jesus spoke through the culture proper to his age and the church throughout history has used the resources of different cultures to preach the message of Christ. It continues that, 

… the church has been sent to all ages and nations, and, therefore, is not tied exclusively and indissolubly to any race or nation, to any one particular way of life, or to any customary practices, ancient or modern … it can, then, enter into communion with different forms of culture, thereby enriching both itself and the cultures themselves

 

This document is expressive of that new global era of the church. The church is no longer understood to be tied to just one geographical region, Europe, but its _expression of faith must go beyond European customs and culture. The church is now called forth to go beyond the shores of Europe and express her faith in ways that are reminiscent of the particular culture she finds herself. The church must make use of cultural forms present in each culture she ministers to express her faith. 
Vatican II document, Sacrosanctum Concilium, discusses the need for an inculturated liturgy. This document was the first document that was promulgated by the Council Fathers. The document describes the liturgy as the most efficacious action of the church. This is because the liturgy is the action of Christ himself. It says that, it is in the liturgy that we find the Church revealed.
 This is because the liturgy embodies the public worship of the church. It says that the liturgical actions reveal the church, and have effects on the church.
 It calls for an adaptation of the liturgy in accordance with particular situations and cultures. One of the first major changes that took place after this document was promulgated was the use of the vernacular in liturgy. This document allowed the use of vernacular. Prior to its promulgation, only the Latin language was considered suitable for use in the liturgy. The Church’s allowing the use of the vernacular was a bold step towards adapting the liturgy to the specific cultures of the people. The document calls for a prudent consideration of the different elements of the culture of the people to see how these can be admitted into the worship of the church.

Stallings was aware of these teachings of Vatican II and he considers this Council as the basis for his reform in the African American community. While Stallings responded to most of the legitimate questions of worship in the African American Catholic Community by trying to incorporate the African American experience to his liturgy, he deviates from the spirit and teachings of Vatican II by establishing his own church with a different rite. Vatican II’s call for inculturation is that it be done within the Roman Catholic Church and under the authority of the local bishop. His choice to do this outside the authority of the Church raises both ecclesiological and canonical questions which are beyond the scope of our work. 

It is our conclusion that this schism and the reasons behind it remain an interesting area of future exploration. We hope that our general survey of the issues relating to this schism will provoke many scholars of religion, sociology of religion, and church history to do an in-depth study of the schism. 

 

� African American Catholic Community in this paper shall refer to African Americans that are still in communion with the Roman Catholic Church. We shall also refer to them as “African American Catholics”; “African American Roman Catholics.” This is to distinguish this from Archbishop Stallings group, “African American Catholic Congregation.” Infrequently, we may use the name “Imani Temple” to refer to Stallings’ Church. This is because “Imani Temple” is the first temple of Stallings’ group and it is also their main Cathedral. This name has become the most popular name used for the whole church.
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