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 FOREWORD

Twenty-five years ago, I had the pleasure of
meeting Bishop Ithiel C. Clemmons at a Youth Congress of the Church
of God in Christ. Being a third-generation Church of God in Christ
member, I was excited by his insights into Church of God in Christ
history back then. Now with the advent of his book, Bishop C. H.
Mason and the Roots of the Church of God in Christ, I am even
more excited by his accomplishment. This book is an amazing feat,
for it presents the disparate pieces of Church of God in Christ
history in a sound narrative for the first time, providing the
general reader and the Church of God in Christ membership with an
interesting introduction to Church of God in Christ leaders and
achievements.

With this publication, Bishop Clemmons has
catapulted the Church of God in Christ into a new era of
visibility. Now to the many queries from around the world for
information about the Church of God in Christ this book can serve
as an adequate response. Drawing upon his lifelong collection of
research, Bishop Clemmons joins the ranks of denominational
historians. Within the historiographies of pentecostalism and
African-American Christianity Bishop Clemmons fits within the
"school" defined by James Tinney, Leonard Lovett, Cheryl
Townsend-Gilkes and Cheryl Sanders. He argues for the
African-American roots of pentecostalism and slave religion as the
basis of the African-American Christianity which finds expression
in pentecostalism.

This book tells the story of the Church of God
in Christ in an engaging and thoughtful manner, crafting a story
about the Church of God in Christ's accomplishment of forming a
major denomination from the few churches which reorganized in 1907
in Memphis, Tennessee as a pentecostal denomination. The genius of
Bishop Charles Harrison Mason is lauded; the verve of the many
Church of God in Christ men and women who "preached out" churches
is heralded; and the spirituality which birthed a vital prayer,
preaching, prophetic, and gospel music tradition is brought into
focus. The outstanding ministry of Bishop Mason is finally
interpreted for the general public. The book introduces readers to
the great women and men who mentored Bishop Mason, shaping the
vision which Bishop Mason would forge within the Church of God in
Christ as well as the men and women who made the Church of God in
Christ an international denomination.

Bishop Clemmons informs the reader of the
critical role the Church of God in Christ played during the
formative era of the pentecostal movement. He notes that the Church
of God in Christ is the first major denomination to emerge from the
interracial and ecumenical Azusa Street Revival. Bishop Mason had
an advisory relationship with Bishop William Seymour, the leader of
the Azusa Street Revival. Bishop Mason also embodied early
pentecostal spirtuality–combining prayer with prophetic
action-which marked the Azusa Street Revival. In addition, the
Church of God in Christ institutionalized the interracial vision of
the Azusa Street Revival. Regarding the interracial vision, Bishop
Clemmons shows why the vision collapsed locally and nationally with
the rise of white congregations and denominations which recruited
white Church of God in Christ clergy and laypeople.

Bishop Clemmons shatters the stereotypes of the
early Church of God in Christ as either a large collection of
prayer bands or an overly emotional group of "holy rollers" with
his discussion of the interracial moral vision of Bishop Mason, the
political vision of Bishop Henry Louis Ford, and the female
leadership visions of Mothers Lizzie Roberson and Lillian Brooks
Coffey. Bishop Clemmons argues that the larger vision of these
Church of God in Christ leaders reflected the early pentecostal
vision of the Azusa Street Revival which sought societal
transformation through encounters with the Holy Spirit. He also
argues against interpretations of the Church of God in Christ as a
privatized form of Christianity. According to Bishop Clemmons,
societal change must serve as the larger framework to interpret
Church of God in Christ ministry. Connected with this social vision
is the Church of God in Christ commitment to minister to the poor
in the United States. He explains the expressive, jubilant
dimension of the Church of God in Christ as more than the
religiosity of the poor and the uneducated. According to Bishop
Clemmons, Church of God in Christ spirituality and worship flow out
of Bishop Mason's commitment to Scripture and the faith experience
of Christian slaves called slave religion in the scholarly
literature.

The book introduces the readers to the pioneers
and giants of the Church of God in Christ besides Bishop Mason,
offering snapshots of great leaders such as Bishops E. R. Driver,
0. T. Jones, Sr., J. 0. Patterson, L. H. Ford, and C. D. Owens and
Mothers Lizzie Roberson and Lillian Brooks Coffey. This book
includes a wonderful chapter by Dr. Adrienne Israel on women in the
Church of God in Christ. Dr. Israel lodges the women's ministry of
the Church of God in Christ within the holiness and pentecostal
movements, the black self-help movement, the women's suffrage
movement, and the West African male and female leadership
tradition. Through his inclusion of the portraits and Dr. Israel's
chapter, Bishop Clemmons presents a fuller picture of the Church of
God in Christ leadership.

More than a narrative of chronological events,
the book instructs the reader into theological themes which shape
the denomination. Bishop Clemmons offers the readers the holiness
distinction between justification and sanctification-justification
involves forgiveness of sin and reconciliation with God and
sanctification entails being freed from the "power and root of sin"
and the restoration of the image of God within the Christian.
Throughout the book Bishop Clemmons accents the Wesleyan focus on
love as the core of sanctification, especially with Seymour and
Mason's joining of love and glossolalia. Bishop Clemmons isolates
the origins of the Church of God in Christ within the Baptist
holiness movement, which Bishop Charles Price Jones and Mason led
in the mid South, correcting the histories which place the Church
of God in Christ within the Methodist holiness movement.

Bishop Clemmons marks 1968 as the dividing line
between the two major periods with Church of God in Christ history.
Until 1968, the Church of God in Christ was shaped by the first
generation which held on to the early pentecostal vision,
especially during Bishop Mason's tenure (1897-1961). After 1968,
the Church of God in Christ was shaped by the second generation
which consciously sought to modernize the denomination. With the
passing of the first generation of the Church of God in Christ from
the leadership of the denomination this book offers a longer view
of the denomination besides the personal experiences and memories
of the current membership. The richness of the Church of God in
Christ tradition is now available for perusal. During this era of
retrieval when Christians across denominations are searching their
past, this book can stand at the center of the discussion about
retrieving the best of the Church of God in Christ past. Bishop
Clemmons has created this book in such a way that it is more than
nostalgic reflection. His study of the Church of God in Christ past
is presented in a manner which embodies a vision of the Church of
God in Christ future.

As the Church of God in Christ stands at the
brink of the twenty-first century pondering its role in the new
arena of national and global leadership within the Christian world,
Bishop Clemmons challenges the Church of God in Christ to think
critically about its unique contribution to the Church as well as
her mission in the world. For him the national and global role of
the Church of God in Christ is intertwined with the mission which
is nourished by the heritage bequeathed by the great Church of God
in Christ pioneers.

While the book does not claim to be exhaustive,
it does present an engaging history of Bishop Mason and the
development of the Church of God in Christ. With this book Bishop
Clemmons inaugurates a new era for the Church of God in Christ
scholars in the denomination, demonstrating the constructive role
they can play in advancing the best of the tradition and the realm
or kingdom of God. Bishop Clemmons' book will definitely serve as
the text that all serious students of Church of God in Christ
history will have to consult first and a gift to those seeking
insight into that history.

–Dr. David D. Daniels

Associate Professor of Church History

McCormick Theological Seminary

Chicago, Illinois
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INTRODUCTION

The Church of God in Christ (Memphis, Tennessee)
is probably the largest pentecostal denomination in the United
States and certainly the one with the most direct historical
connection to Bishop Charles H. Mason, Elder William J. Seymour,
and the Azusa Street revival (1906-1911)–the most significant
single event in the historical origins of modern
pentecostalism.

This book, distilled from a research project for
my dissertation, endeavors to survey historically, analyze
theologically, and view critically the distinctive features and
resources within the humble beginnings of this church tradition. I
will attempt to outline the inaugural vision of Mason and Seymour,
including the social and political implications of its pentecostal
formulation of Christian theology.

The vision of Mason and Seymour, which lies at
the root of the pentecostal movement in general and the Church of
God in Christ in particular, provides the criteria for evaluating
the ministry of contemporary Church of God in Christ churches.

In the late 1950s, James Baldwin, the famed
novelist/essayist, was white America's inside eye on the black
holiness-pentecostal churches. Like blacks generally, especially
the black scholars of that period, Baldwin tended to accept the
white stereotypes of black sects and cults.1 In an
autobiographical address at the World Council of Churches General
Assembly at Uppsala, Sweden in 1962, Baldwin talked candidly about
his love/hate relationship with Christianity, pentecostalism
generally, and black holiness-pentecostalism in particular. He
acknowledged that the culture of pentecostalism was highly
significant and indelibly imprinted upon him, yet its naiveté about
life appalled him and drove him away.2

In the first decades of the twentieth century,
the black holiness-pentecostal leaders planted and nurtured great
churches through their vision of the pentecostal empowerment of the
poor for personal survival and social growth. What challenges face
them in the closing years of the twentieth century? Black
holiness-pentecostalism must reconsider the pneumatological vision
of those founders. Moreover, they must ascertain how it ought to be
broadened to effect social transformation so that life can be both
spiritually empowered and humanized in the ghettoes of this
nation.
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 1

ABOUT THE FOUNDERS

The Church of God in Christ has a rich spiritual
heritage, dating back more than a hundred years. If we are to
experience the faith that the early members experienced, we must
look to the legacy of the founders.

In the late nineteenth century, through the
dynamic preaching of Charles Harrison Mason and the prolific
writings and hymnology of Charles Price Jones, sanctified or
holiness congregations bearing the name of the Church of God in
Christ sprang up throughout the South and Southwest. Mason and
Jones changed the religious landscape in the black community and
broadened the black religious experience. Thus, a major new black
denomination was founded in 1897.

Charles H. Pleas, Charles Mason's first holiness
convert, gives the clearest and best eyewitness account of the
formative years of the Church of God in Christ. He wrote in
1955:

The closing years of the last century and the early
years of the present century heralded what was then thought to be
an insignificant religious upheaval. That period ... extended from
1894-1906.

The Church of God in Christ has progressed to such
proportions in its organization, and its influence has reached
such a capacity in the church world, that it has become very
necessary to tell more of its history than is generally known.

There have been many who were very critical about
whether this faith was a mere cult that could not stand the ravages
of time and opposition. However, its accomplishments have been so
pronounced that the public has come to acknowledge it as one of
the most potent factors in the development of Christianity and the
promulgation of the gospel of the kingdom of God.

It has also been realized that the principles for
which it stands are forever enduring and that they claim the
attention of honest hearts in the quest for truth. 1

From the seventeenth through the nineteenth
century, most blacks in the United States encountered Christianity
through Baptist or Methodist churches. What appeared to be an
insignificant religious upheaval among some poor, obscure blacks in
the Delta region of Mississippi became in fact a major
reorganization of the black church in America and a major bearer of
pentecostal spirituality in the twentieth century. 2

I've quoted extensively from the late Bishop
Charles H. Pleas regarding the formative years of the Church of God
in Christ for several crucial reasons. Charles Pleas was an adult
before he learned to read or write, but his acquired skill at both,
along with his phenomenal memory of dates, times, places,
circumstances, and scenery, were legendary in his lifetime. At age
ninety, he knew the full roster of every baseball team in both the
National and American leagues. He could reel off the batting
averages and status of every major league player in 1960. A
veritable walking encyclopedia of the denomination's founding
personalities and events, Pleas is the only historian of the Church
of God in Christ who gives adequate recognition to the vast
contributions of Charles Price Jones.

This autobiographical quotation illustrates the
reliability of Charles Pleas' eyewitness accounts.

I was saved in October 1896, through the preaching
of the Church of God in Christ's founder, Elder C. H. Mason, who is
now Senior Bishop, whose Spirit-filled gospel led me into the
ministry. I give credit to him and his associates whose teachings
encouraged and informed; and that gospel gave my hungry soul the
much needed strength that enabled me to resist the evils and to
press for the mark of the high calling of God in Jesus Christ.

I was not blessed with a mother and father as many
others. I was raised as an adopted child by my uncle, Charles
Pleas, Sr., with the assistance of his wife, Nancy Redman Pleas,
and his mother (my grandmother), Martha Pleas. Having no education,
they could not read, could not write, and they were not encouraged
to give me what they did not have. Therefore, I was greatly
hindered in the way of schooling. I took it upon myself to
"bootleg" my education. (I must confess that I am in the
bootlegging business until now ...)3

Charles Pleas' account of his sanctification
during Elder Charles Mason's week of revival in Natchez,
Mississippi–and the organizing efforts that followed–helps us
understand both the religious and cultural reasons for the rise of
the Church of God in Christ. The varied themes–the struggle among
black Baptists over the issue of sanctification, the violence
surrounding the founding of the Church of God in Christ, and the
principal persons–are all present in his narrative.4

Charles Harrison Mason (1866–1961)

Historians agree that Charles Harrison Mason,
was, from 1897-1961, the dominant figure in shaping the life,
witness, and structure of the Church of God in Christ. 5
Mason was born on September 8, 1866, just north of Memphis,
Tennessee, on the Prior Farm, which is today the town of Bartlett.
Prior Lee, after whom the plantation, Prior Farm, was named, had
slaves in Jackson Mississippi and in Tennessee. He was a wealthy
member of First Baptist Church of Jackson, Mississippi–a church
founded in 1834 with 34 blacks and 13 whites. Prior Lee's slaves
manufactured and laid the bricks for the earliest edifice of the
First Baptist Church of Jackson, Mississippi, and founded the Mt.
Helm Baptist Church in 1867, following the Civil War. I will
discuss these churches later in this chapter.

Mason's parents, Jerry and Eliza Mason, were
former slaves and devout members of the Missionary Baptist Church.
They suffered the widespread, devastating poverty affecting blacks
following the Civil War. Mason's mother "prayed fervently for her
son, that he would be dedicated to God."

As a boy Mason prayed earnestly with his mother,
asking "above all things for God to give him a religion like the
one he had heard about from the old slaves and seen demonstrated in
their lives." This yearning for the God of his forebears underlies
the dynamic of his life.

When Charles was twelve, a yellow fever epidemic
forced Jerry Mason and his family to leave the Memphis area for
Plumersville, Arkansas. There they lived on John Watson's
plantation as tenant farmers. The plague claimed Jerry Mason's
life in 1879. During those fearful and difficult days, the young
Mason worked hard with little chance for schooling.

In 1880, just before his fourteenth birthday,
Mason fell ill with chills and fever. His mother despaired of his
life. In an astounding turn of events, however, Mason was
miraculously healed on the first Sunday in September 1880. He and
his mother went to the Mt. Olive Baptist Church near Plumersville,
where the pastor, Mason's half-brother, the Reverend I. S. Nelson,
baptized him in an atmosphere of praise and thanksgiving. Mason
went throughout southern Arkansas as a lay preacher, giving his
testimony and working with souls on the mourner's bench, especially
during the summer camp meetings.

Ordination and Unhappy Marriage

Despite being licensed and ordained to preach in
1891 at Preston, Arkansas, Mason held back from full-time ministry
to marry Alice Saxton, a daughter of his mother's best friend. To
his great disappointment and distress, Alice bitterly opposed his
ministerial plans and divorced him after two years. Mason fell into
such grief and despair that at times Satan tempted him to take his
own life. Mason remained unmarried while Alice was alive.

Following his heart-rending divorce, Mason
resolved to get an education. That same year Meyer and Brothers of
Chicago published the widely read volume, An Autobiography: The
Story of the Lord's Dealing with Mrs. Amanda Smith, the Coloured
Evangelist. A disciple of John lnskip, Amanda Smith (1839-1915)
became one of the most influential, widely traveled, and respected
black holiness evangelists of the nineteenth century. Her life
story swept many blacks, especially in the South, into the holiness
movement, including Mason, who claimed the grace of divine
sanctification after reading her autobiography.

Mason preached his first sermon on
sanctification at Preston, Arkansas. He chose as his text 2 Timothy
2:3, which begins, "Thou therefore endure hardness, as a good
soldier of Jesus Christ." Mason often quoted this sermon, and he,
in fact, endured much hardship throughout his life.

Preparation for Ministry

On November 1, 1893, Mason entered Arkansas
Baptist College, founded by Elias C. Morris, pastor of Centennial
Baptist Church at Helena, Arkansas, and president of the Arkansas
Baptist State Convention. Mason was deeply disturbed by the new
higher criticism in biblical interpretation that Charles Lewis
Fisher, a top graduate of Morgan Park Seminary (now the University
of Chicago Divinity School), had brought to Arkansas Baptist
College. Having both hermeneutical and cultural suspicions of the
methods, philosophy, and curriculum at this institution, Mason
decided that the college would be of no help in preventing the loss
of Slave Religion's vitality because of its assimilation into the
culture at large. He left in January 1894.

Mason met Charles Price Jones in 1895 and found
that they had much in common. Sharing similar views and a zeal for
God, they immediately became friends and colleagues in ministry.
Jones was a natural leader and Mason, by now a dynamic preacher,
had no trouble following him. Mason described Jones as a man who
was "sweet in the Spirit of the Lord, who prayed
much."6

Charles Price Jones (1865-1947)

Charles Price Jones was born in Texas Valley
near Rome, Georgia on December 9, 1865. The piety and prayer life
of his mother, a slave of William Jones of Floyd County, Georgia,
deeply influenced him. She died in 1882 when he was seventeen.

Like many young people of his generation, Jones
found himself alone, making his way in a hard, hostile society. He
had learned to read, write, and think under the tutelage of J. E.
Gush, a young man of Talledega College, and a woman named Ada E
Dawson. Jones traveled through Tennessee and as far west as Kansas
City, finding various menial jobs from laboring for contractors to
working on road-building dumps. Converted at Cat Island, Tennessee
in October 1884, he began teaching Sunday school on the very day
Elder J. D. Petty baptized him. That same fall, Jones began to
preach.

Early in his ministry he was inspired to go to
Africa and "teach the Africans the way of God." He went to Helena,
Arkansas to consult with Elias C. Morris, pastor of the Centennial
Baptist Church. Morris persuaded him, as he had other young men, to
go to college.

Gifted for Ministry

Jones entered Arkansas Baptist College at Little
Rock, Arkansas, on January 3, 1888. He soon impressed A. M. Booker,
the president of the college, and Charles Lewis Fisher, academic
dean, as a young man of tremendous talent. Only six months later he
was elected pastor of Pople Creek Baptist Church. In October 1888,
Fisher ordained him at Mt. Zion Baptist Church in Little Rock. The
very next month Jones was elected pastor of St. Paul Baptist
Church, also in Little Rock. From 1888-1891, he pastored both the
Pople Creek and St. Paul churches while continuing his college
work, graduating in 1891.

That same year he accepted a call to Bethlehem
Baptist Church at Searcy, Arkansas, and also became the editor of
the Arkansas Baptist Vanguard. His gifts attracted the attention of
denominational leaders, who elected him corresponding secretary of
the Arkansas Baptist State Convention and a trustee and auditor of
the Arkansas Baptist College. Few in the denomination made greater
progress in shorter time.

Just how powerful was Jones' preaching? His
final message to the Arkansas State Convention, after he accepted
the call to Tabernacle Baptist Church at Selma, Alabama, made a
deep impression. He preached with such conviction that men in that
great assembly wept, sobbed, and cried, "Stop him, stop him."?

For two and one-half years, he pastored at
Tabernacle Baptist, becoming a popular preacher, singer, and
evangelist. Jones says that at Selma he found himself in need of a
"deeper experience of grace and a larger power."

As I asked God for His grace, He demanded that I let
Him sanctify me; which I did. I fasted and prayed three days and
nights. He then sanctified me sweetly in His love. New visions of
Christ, of God, of truth were given me. The earnestness of the
Spirit was mine.8

Early in 1895, Jones accepted the call to Mt.
Helm Baptist Church of Jackson, Mississippi. On two previous
occasions–after conducting annual revivals there in 189 3 and
1894–he had declined their invitation. In those days Charles
Fisher, William Bacote of Marion, Alabama, and other strong black
Baptist leaders were his close companions. These were men of
wisdom, godliness, and training.

Holiness Controversy

Jones' preaching on holiness and sanctification
had begun in 1895 at the General Baptist Association meeting in
Vicksburg, Mississippi. Jones published his first booklet in 1896,
a treatise on 1 Corinthians 12 entitled: "The Work of the Holy
Spirit in the Churches."9

In 1896, the General Baptist Association of
Mississippi convened at Mt. Helm Baptist Church at Jackson,
Mississippi, with Jones as the host pastor. Some controversy around
the nature of holiness was stirred. Sometime after the association
meeting, Jones felt led by the Lord to call a holiness convention.
He had already begun to publish and distribute a bimonthly
newsletter, The Truth, which became the special organ of the call
for a holiness convention to be held at Mt. Helm Baptist
Church.

The meeting began Sunday, June 6, 1887, and
continued two weeks. Among those attending were Jones, Mason, W. S.
Pleasant, J. E. Buris, T. J. Hardy, R. H. Morris, E. W. Butler, W.
T. Nickerson, and H. Funches. These participants studied the Bible
and prayed night and day. The convention itself became the first
independent thrust of Jones and Mason, with representatives from
Alabama, Arkansas, Georgia, Illinois, Missouri, North Carolina,
Tennessee, and other states.

Jones claimed, "Our movement was entirely
interdenominational and in spirit anti-sectarian. The sick were
healed, the blind were made to see, the afflicted were blessed....
Black and white, Jew and gentile sought God together.
"10

In that period, Charles Mason emerged as a
strong influence on the brethren, accepting and preaching holiness.
Jones and Mason became the major bearers of the holiness doctrine
among black Baptists, causing major upheavals in Baptist churches
in Mississippi, Tennessee, and Arkansas.

Understanding the Conflict

Jones' and Mason's challenge to the black
Baptist Associations during the late 1890s resembled conflicts that
occurred when Wesleyan perfectionism departed from the older
Calvinist position [1880s and 1890s]–a conflict that became very
bitter. In the 1890s, existing denominations failed to meet the
demands of the emerging new era of the Spirit that the proponents
of holiness doctrine felt to be drawing to a close. As a result,
new perfectionist sects proliferated in the United States. Various
groups among black Baptists proved to be no exception. As Charles
H. Pleas said, "The fight was on." Note this observation by
Wesleyan scholar Albert C. Outler:

Salvation is carried on by "convincing grace,"
usually in Scripture termed "repentance," which brings a larger
measure of self-knowledge (of our need of grace), and a farther
deliverance from the heart of stone. Afterwards, we experience the
proper Christian salvation, whereby "through grace" we are "saved
by faith," consisting of those two grand branches, justification
and sanctification.

By justification we are saved from the guilt of sin
and restored to the favor of God; by sanctification we are saved
from the power and root of sin and restored to the image of God.
All experience, as well as Scripture, shows this salvation (this
restoration of the image, which is the human power to respond to
God's initiatives) to be both instantaneous and gradual.

It begins the moment we are justified, in the holy,
humble, gentle, patient love of God and man. (For Wesley, early and
late, the essence of sanctification is the gift, power, and fruit
of love–love to God above all else, and love to neighbor–that is
every child of God in all the world to whom we can be loving.) It
gradually increases from the moment as a "grain of mustard seed ...
"but gradually "puts forth large branches" and becomes a great
tree; till in another instant the heart is cleansed from all sin
and filled with pure love to God and man. (Note that Wesley
consistently defines sin as the violation of known laws of
God–which is to say, voluntary and deliberate.) But even that love
increases more and more, till we "grow up in all things into him
that is our head"; "till we attain the measure of the stature of
the fullness of Christ."!'

Jones and Mason introduced into the black Baptists'
Calvinist doctrinal framework the Wesleyan perfectionist doctrine
of sanctification.

The Lutherans and Calvinists had taught that the
human condition, apart from grace (what they called the natural
man), was truly hopeless. Wesley agreed with their conclusion but
disputed the assumption that a Christian life should continue to
exhibit sinfulness. Wesley preached:

[There] is no excuse for those who continue in sin
and lay the blame upon their Maker by saying: "It is God only that
must quicken us; for we cannot quicken our own souls." For allowing
that all the souls of men are dead by nature, this excuses none,
seeing there is no man that is in a state of mere nature; there is
no man, unless he has quenched the Spirit, that is wholly void of
the grace of God.

No man living is entirely destitute of what is
vulgarly called "natural conscience." But this is not natural. It
is more properly termed "preventing grace." Every man has a greater
or less measure of this, which waiteth not for the call of man ....
So that no man sins because he has not grace, but because he does
not use the grace which he hath.12

From 1896-1899, the holiness conventions,
revivals, and periodicals of Mason and Jones split the Baptists.
In a few cases, the Methodist were also divided by the development
of independent "sanctified" or "holiness" congregations and
associations. Mason, Jones, and their colleagues attracted vehement
opposition from the National Baptist Convention and, finally,
expulsion.

In search of direction for these independent
"sanctified" congregations, Mason prayed and studied Scripture.
Sometime during
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