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Chapter 6

Religmn and Radicalism:
The Reverend Albert
B. Cleage, Jr., and the Rise

of Black Chri 'tf‘i‘an
Nationalism in Detroit

Angela D. Dillgrd

We went through: certain: stages getting here. Tt -didn’t just happen
overnight; ... It took time: A wholeJot:of people worked for years on-this.
s alongway from Dr. King in Montgomery to Twelfth Street [in Detroit].

—Reverend Albert:B. Cleage, Jr.!

n Easter Sunday, 1967, the Reverend Albert B, Cleage, Jr., fechristened

' Detroit’s Central Congregational Church as-the Shrine of the Black
Madonna, and. formially launched his ecunienical Black Christian
Natioualisfii:movenient. With an overflow crowd-and with:much fanfare—
including the unveiling of a seven-foot:painting'of theBlack Madonna-and
Chr1st~ch11d2«—Cleage dedicated himself and his'conigregation to the cause
of redefining Christianity-and bringing the church in line with the political,
logic of black nationalismi. As one of the founders of black theology, his
actions were guided, inpart; by the notion of ‘a'black:Christ as a black rey-
olutionary, and of a (new) black church as the cornerstone of & {new) black
nation. “We reject the: traditional concept of church; Cleage explained:

In its ';.p'lacé"we_ will ‘build a Black Liberation movement which derives-its
basic religious insights from Affican spitffuality, its character from African
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communalism, and its revolutionary direction from Jesus, the Bl’ack_
Messiah. Wewill make Black Man’s struggle for power and survival. We will
“build a Black commutinal society which can protect the:minds and bodies of
Black men, womeri-and children everywhere? -

Calling for community control of institutions in the inner city, as m.rep as
for self-determination in economics; politics, and, above all, rehg_._l_c_)_n,-
Cleage and his cohorts offered what they claimed was the only v1ab}¢
alternative to the “moribund” framewark of the' post-WWII and
Southern-based ¢ivil rightsthovement. _ : _

The desire to:marlk a radical break between the movement’s Southern,
reformist past and its Northern; radical fiturehad bg_ejn' .qn-'Gleage’_s: ideo-
logical agenda atleast sitice' 1963, In that .r'a_ithér-'t}u_m_ult'uous;y'ear,-."v:rhlch, as
Targue below, was:a:major turning point in the history-‘..gfaDetro;t s move-
ment, Cleage was vocallyinsisting that “[i]r the: _}IQI_Fh_,:,'ﬂie, Bl:_i_c_k_ Reyqitrof
1963 departed radically from:the patterr established in’ the South.” In
Northern centers such as Detroit; he continued, a “new kind ‘of ‘Black
Nationalism’ began to emerge;” as one disillusioned with integration
“began to. look for another way—an independent course he could chart.
atid travel alone And by-alone, Cleage meant without theassistance (and,
more pointed, the leadership) of whites, since his 'evolvir_l_g_p?l_itzc?l'the?l—
ogy demanded repentance from those guilty of an overidentification with
their “white oppressors” They miust declare; Cleage:sermonized,

T have beeri an Uncle Tom and I repent. T have:served:the interests of my
white oppressor ali my lifé because in ignorance I identified Vﬁth'hhn and
wanted to be like him, fo'be accepted by him, to- integrate with-him. I loved
my oppressor miore:than T loved myself. Thave betrayed 1y Black brothers

and sisters to serve-the'interests:of the.oppressor ..

Along with such-demands for cultural:and psychological reorientation,
in the Reverend Cleage’s writings, speeches; and.sermons _om:thzls_ép'engc.i;,‘
there is a constant invocation. of theradical newness of his project—alan-

guage and rhetorical strategy more co_mmoﬁl)? found aniong the young.

But Cledge’s critique was not structured exclusively ot even primarily in
generationalferms. Rather his call to:action was 'b.a_séd'-in: What-he saw.con-
céived of @s-a rupture, or major departure, from the patterns. _egtabl}shg_d.
in thie past, in‘general,and from the patterns established in the South, in,
patticular, Foreshadowing one of the most pervasive _st_raxqs;;._qf ‘the move

ment’s historiography {and perhaps mythology}), Cleage was-a propop_f:nt
of the proposition that the movement uriderwent a-radical transformation

0. Northerin industrial centers such as Dt_:’tr_dit in the second half of the
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1960s. Decades later, debates over-the nature of this “radicalization” via an

embrace-of black nationalism and Black Power rémain tiféwithin the his-
toties of the movement.® Did the black nationalist tiurn precipitate. the
destruction of the movement, ot did it breathe new life-and vigor into the
struggle? Was there always an organic link between the Northern and
the Sauthern branchies.of the movement, or did they develop along sepa-
rateand distinctTines-onlyto-come into conflict with each-otherin the fate
1960s? Was'it, in fact, “a Iong way from Dr. King in Montgomery to Twelfth
Street” in the heart of Det#oit’s burgeoninig black ghetto?

Iii ‘this brief essay, I hope to: use the experiences-of Reverend Cleage and

‘othets to begin to formulate s more nuanced picture of the movement's

polifical and intellectual history—one. that, ironically; necessitates a critical
evaluation of Cleage’s-own claim to-tadical newness as well as his insistence
on a North-South divide. The physical distance between Alabama and
Detroit might be substantial, but the two locations are bound together—by
patterns-of migration azd travel, by histoiy; by-culture; by family ties, and by
mutual identificatiosi. Further, I want to emphasize Cleage’s and Black
Christian Nationalism’s place in the long history of the Black Freedom move-
ment:in Airerica; while foregrounding an indebtedness to'the particular his-

tory of political and religious radicalism in twentieth-century Detroit. The

introduction of “Black Power” into the national movementis public vocabu-
P

lary may have-shocked the nation in 1966; but the ideas inplied by the slo-
;ganhad been percolating ini various activist comrnunities in the city for years.

Cleage was simply part of a gradual shift in ideas:and ideologies that moved
from the margins-to the center hy the late 1960s, and: this is- one of the rea-
sons I selected him-as:a focal point for this analysis. Not only was he deeply

involved in some of the most exciting developments ini Détroit fromn the early

1960s-onward, but he was also schovled, in-various ways, by an ‘clder gener-

ation. of ministers, labor unipnists, and political militants whose activism

structured the'movement’s-earlier phéses. Hence; he'is-an ideal figure to pro-
vide at'least a thumbnail sketch of intergenerational patterns of both change
and continuity within thevarious “phases” of Detroit's civil rights movement

~ from the 1930s to the 1960s. And, last but certainly riot least; Cleage is

recommended because of his religious.orientatiot.

As part of the coterie of individuals who embraced Black Power and
black nationalism in ‘the mid-to-late 1960s, Cleage’s views wete not
entirely unigue. But what makes his contribution notable ard .compelling
was the theological foundations he constructed to substantiate and justify
lils «call for nationalismi, cultural separatism, and self-determination. For
Cleage; who had previously supported the.goals of initegration and nouvi-

- olenice; came to believe that one of the chief problems with King (and, by
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extension, the Southern-based moyement.overall} was rooted in political °

theology. More specifically; he blamed the religious-political perspective
tied to the Social Gospel: a product of early twentieth-céntury rehglous
liberalism that viewed human nature as essentially goodand human soci-
ety as inherently malleable, What was needed to.counter this-ovetly opti-

mistic vision of 'man.and society, Gleage insisted, was an infusfon..of

“realism” of the type proffered by necorthodox. theologians such as
Reinhold Niebuhr.

At first glance, thismay appear to'be-.-noth'i’ng more than.an overlytech- -

nical theological dispute, Yet, it resonated with the political fights-that
shaped Cleage-and his. ideas about Black Christian Nationalisox. “I read
Niebuhr for a time)” Cleage explained, “especially as an antidete to the
social gospel” For ‘Cleage and others who adopted a similar criti‘q‘ue,
neoorthodoxy was seen;:as a “realistic” remedy to the excessive “utopi-
anism” of the-Social‘Gospel. Where the latter held out the possibility that
the Kingdom. of God could be created on earth, neoorthodoxy depicted
this doctrine as an unrealistic conceit. Neoorthodoxy also took exception
to the conception of human nature on which much of the Social Gospel
was said to be based, Individuals might be able to achieve a morally

grounded. existence, but: morality is 1mp0351ble as the foundation of the’
social order. Social change, moreover, is effected not through moral sua-
sion"or by God working through history toward perfection, as the old

Social Gospel tended to-assert, but by organized power:meeting organized

powet. No amount of indulgence in millennial hepe could. hide the esser-
tial fact that the-relationships between social groups-are based in inequal-
ity and coercion, masked by ideology.”

There-can be nio “beloved-community? no interracial brothethood, ina, -~

world where soaalgroqps clash and individuals.ereatea hell for each.other:
“This: creating helt for each other) ‘Cleage explained with reference to Jean

Paul Sartre’s No Exit, “is-terribly true, though people-wish to think some-

thing else” Hence, for Cleage; who stubbornly chose to dgnore the fact that:
King was also influenced by Niebuthr, King failed to be sufficiently realis-
tic—not only:about human nature-and:society but-also-about race:and race:
relations. “We've got:to-make sure the definitions of human natute and
society are sound,” he argued. “This was the problem of Dr. King. He'wag
" not realistic. You.can hope for change, but it:must be predicated on realit
not what we dream-of” Yet Cleage’s critique seemrs in some ways less abo
King, himself {thus, perhaps, his refusal-to-credit{he complexities of Klng .
theology), than-Cleage’s: dero_gatory view of King's-overly complacent white
supporters. To-all the “white liberals,” who. in Cleage’s eyes were mo
enamered with King's dream than with the 1ea11tles of power, he: suggested:
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“that they “ought to all go back and read Niebuhr because they react when
- you say that all whites-are-part of immoral society”®

Although Cleage drew heavily on the work of theologians such as
Niebuh, his vision of Black Christian Nationalism developed at the nexus
of academictheology, 4 rejection of integration and King’s beloved com-
munity; as well as the shifting circumstances in Detroit and across the
nation. While much ag been written, both pasitive and ‘négative, aboutthe

“advent, of Black Power and black nationalism in the mid-to-late 1960s,

the generative role of religion remains relatively underexplored. Unlike
stud1es of: the movement 5. Southern cente1s, the role of rehglon in devel—

same degree of attention in Notthern activist commun1t1es Perhaps this

_has something to do with the biased view that Northern activism ‘was

more “adyanted” and “rational;” whereas the: Southern trends remained.
moré “backward™ and “emotional.” Such an unsupportable view adds
nothing to our: understanding of how activism was conducted in locations
such s Detroit where, at-almost: every turn, rehgmn—along with race and
labor—was mtlmately intertwimed,

“Detroit. has a reputation.as a city of good preachers”—so said the
Reverend C. L. Franklin,pastor of Detroit’s New Bethel Baptist Church for

nearly {hiree decades and oncea leading figure in‘the city’s civil rights.com-
munity?” By the time Eranklin relocated: to. Detroit in 1954, the city had

also amassed a formidable history of political activism among its clergy
and ‘members of its religious communities. As many histories of Detroit
haveat least alluded to, politically engaged ministers-were in the forefront

of every movement for social change and social justice that structured so

much of the city’s twentieth-century history: from industrial. unionism in
the 19305, to-the civil fand economic) rights movement of the 19405 and
1950s, to the rise:of Black Power and black nationalism in the 1960s.¢
Detroit was alsp; it isworth.recalling, the birthplace of the:Nation. of Tslam.
Even after'the shift of its home base:to Chicago, the Nation of Islatr. con-
tinued to exert-an influence within the city’s various:communities, and, as
I discuss it more detail below, the Nation of Istam’s ideology helped, to
mold Cleage’s vision of Black Christian Nationalism..

With.this broader historical context very much in mind,  want to:suggest
that one way-of writing rehgion backinito the story is to-focus on-figures such
as Cleage who drew in equal measures:-on religious perspectives and: political
and cultural strategies to-address the pressing:social problems in-alocal and
nationalarena. That. Cleage was:a minister with-a seminary education mat-
ters'to-the story I want to: tell about his life and his activism. That he was
raisedin Detroit and returned to the city to satisfy his dreamof founding his

|
!
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own church is also key: For Cleage was shaped by that distinctive urban
industrial center where religion and polities and labor-went hand in hand.
‘Moreover, Cleage and Black Christian Nationalism:are deeply embedded in-a
long local (and national), tradition of reconfiguring the black church to ren-
der it more politically and socially relevant to the lives and struggles and
desiresof African Arnericans, This tradition has not, however; been-without
moiments of tension and.conflict.

Layingthe Foundation: Religion, Labor, and the
Early Civil Rights Movement in Defroit

It:is commonly held that theblack church is the premiere independent insti-
‘tution created and sustdined by African Americans, for Affican Americans.
Yet, at key moments in the history of political radicalisny in Detroit; the
independence of the church was poignantly questioned and hotly-disputed.
It is worth briefly reviewing sotnie of these older debates, particularly those
to which a young Albert Cleage was witness. Cleage was born in
Tndianapolis in 1911 and moved with his family to Detroit while still an’;
infant. The first of seven children reared by Dr. Albert B. Cleage, St., and
wife, Pearl Reed Cleage, Albert, Jr., was drawn to the- chyrch from a young
age. The prosperous Cleage family attended: Plymouth:-Congregationial, pas--
tored by the pro-union and politically active Reverend Horace A. White. In -
the:late 1930s, White was; among the few Africary American:clergymen who
challenged the “cooperatwe relationship between churches and the Ford
Motor Company which, since 1918; had prov1ded a major avenue of
employtnent for black mien in the company's area plants. One was required
to-secure a lefter of recommendatlon from otie’s rnmlster, certlfylng that thc
bedrer was “upright” an
donationsfron the: company and: beneﬁted from we]l—pa1d congregants able
to tithe'and support the church.!
Although the relationship:was beneficial to the comipany; to mnisters,
and to their congregants, it nonetheless gave the companya powerfulito
of sacial control. Ministers who-supported unionization-or-who-dared:
provide pro-union speakers:with-a platform at their-churcheswere thre:
ened with reprisals, ineluding the ever-present possibility that all membe
of their congregations who worked at Ford plants would be summarily
fired. This form of ecoriomic terrorism was hardly inconsequential,
thousands of werkers employed in the various Ford: plants (River Rotige
Highland ‘Park, and Lincoln Park, especially), plus their famnilies, meant
that the welfare 6f 30,000 to 40,000 individuals, or roughly one-fourth

isto:me.a definite partnot.onlyof a wiselabor movement..
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the black: population of Detrait; depended on wages from Ford: jobs, As

one contemporary obsetver noted, “There is hardly a Negro church, fra-
ternial body or ‘other otganization in which Pord workers are not repre-
sented. Scarcely a Negro professional or businessman is completely
independent of income-derived from, Negro employees™? Tt was a situa-
tion. that compelled White to ask: what was swiftly be¢oming one. of the
midjorquestions of the day: “Who owns the Negro Church?”

In.a 1937 article publistied in Christian Century; White railed:

In Detroit the people interested o see to it that the Negro stays-anti-labor
start with ‘the preachiers. The one otganization tHrough which the Negro
oughtito-feelires to-expressihishopes and-work out his.economitc salvation
cannot help him because the Negro does niot own it--it belongs to tlie same
people who own-factories;.... The leadership-of the Negro: people is:still in
the hands: of their clergymen and will be for years o corme, and these
clergymien, are-at the montent leading for-the industrialists rather than for
the-welfare of the Negra people.’?

Such, opinions were duly seconded by labor activists and like-minded
clergy: In fact, White’s question was talen up agam and agdin during the

raucous national NAACP meeting held in Detroit in 1937, as the organi-
zatian debated the merits of endorsing the efforts of the Congress of

Tndustrial Organizations (CIO). .

The pro-Pord.clergy; which:dominated the local NAACP, was incensed,
remarking repeatedly as.one minister put it, “We can't-afford to have Ford
close us down”'4"T'he union and its representatives weighed in, not only
on the practical and political dimensions of the dispute but on the reli-
gious ones as ‘well, “I come fo-you tenight representing the poor, the
oppressed and the exploited people, both colored and white,” proclaimed
the United Avto Worker’s (UAW) FHomer Martin, an ex-Baptist minister
turngd union organizer. “The elimination of prejudice against the Negro
buta part of
Chiristianity itself” 1% In the convention’s aftermath, whichi-did adopt a pro-

-union:position over the howls of protest from the pro-Ford clergy, Roger

Wilkins, the NAACP’s executive secretary, felt compelled to pen an edito-

~rial that read, in-part: “The spectacle-of poor preachers, ministering to the

needs of the poor whose lot: fiom birth to death is todabor for a pittance,

- tising to frenzied, namie-calling defense of a billionaire manufacturer is
- enough to make the Savior himself weep !¢

- The national NAACP came and went, but local ministers-and activists
weresstill confronted with the realities of the Ford-black church afliance;
and fighting it became a sort of civil rights fssuein and of itself. Tn this
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regard, the young Albert Cleage not only benefited from_-the example of
Reverend White, who he idolized, but was.also instructed by the example
of the Reverend Charles A, Hill, pastor of Har-tford. Avenue _B_ap’t_is_.'t
Church, and perhaps the most active black minister during the “early”
phase of the city’s civil rights movement, Hill was atnong the_ .han‘dful. of
ministers who refused the overtures of the company: “I told them _fha_t_,-
when we were building our building, that we were going to-da it ou‘t:of.o_l_i_r
own, pockets so-we can be free to take a stand. for anything that is
right. ... So we did it differently because-we did it ourselves™!” And, like
White, Hill used his social and. professional position: as.a minister to. cri-
tique the status .quo:and to push for a conjoining of the rights of Tabor
with the rights:of African Americans.in general. . _
Echoing:thesentiments.of Reverend White, Hill believed thatthe church
must play a commanding role in-the:civil :rig_hts battle.tounionize Ford—.
the last holdout after HAW-CIO had conquered General Motors and
Chrysler. For Hill, this - was not.only a political netessity but.a spiritual.one.
as well. Though:notwelliversed in.academic theology, Hill'was:in essenceq
practitioner of the Social ‘Gospel. Once describied as “an .old.—f_'ash-i-c’_md
Bible-thumping preacher whose-only political concern was making things
right in thesight.of the Lord?” he worked-enthusiastically with anyone; from

unions:and Jabor-based organizations, to Communist. “front” groups such.

as. the National Negro Coﬁgress,. to the NAACP and religious groups, to
accomplish. this task.'® More coneretely, Hill opened the doors -of his
church to clandestine union meetings. “If they metin a regular union hall?
Hill elaborated, “then some- of the-spies from. Ford would. take their auto-
mobile license numbers.and they lost theirjobs. By holding it in a church,

it would be difficult for them to prove-we werediscussingunion matters?* -

Hill’s religiousliberalism:and commitment to ’soqial-:jusfice.led: him to-take
many stands over the years, stands that would-eventually Jand him in front
of a House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC) session in 1952

Yet he. confinued.to search for concrete ways:to-put ‘his faith inito -action, .

often working with marginalized activists and for unpopular causes.

Despite being labeled as a “Red” and as-a “dupe” of the Communist Party;

Hill was nonetheless praised. for being, as-a 1963 article in: the .Mithfigan_
Chroniclepput it, part of a generation of “Negro leadership-that was born of’
the foggy gloom' of the depression years and. that later matured. int :
formidable and militant vanguard of Negro progress*°

Erom this older generation of aetivists, C‘leage'-('and indeed. the -;nt‘ir
apparatus-of the post-1954 phase of the city’s civil rights movernent) wa
presented ‘with examples of the centrality of coalition building, .espe_:cm'!l_
with labor activists and unions; as well as with -a-diverse array of relig_i'o.}i,
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and-secular individuals and organizations, In particular, Cleage learned, in
both word and deed; about the importance of maintaining a trly inde-
pendent institution;:about opening the-doors of the ¢hurch to-provide “free
spaces” for oxganizing; about striving to speak in a language able to:cross the
so-called divide between the religious and the séculary and about the
dyramic possibilities of what T have, for Jack of a better terin; been referring
to-as political theology:

By contrast, Cleage:would, in time, come to reject the theological under-

pinnings of older generation ministers such as White-and Hill, Of the for-
met; he'said, “Horace White was essentially social gospel, which had little
connection to reality.” And while he attended services and meetings at Hill’s
church and while he admired Hiils “radicalism;” he could not abide the
older minister’s “spiritualism.”* (Hill, in turn, did not much care for
Cleage: or his politics; claiming, at one point,“I belfeve in God power, not
Black Power?) But Cleage did embody the fierce dedication and activist
spirit of his-elders, How he came to. embrace black nationalism and reject
integration as:a strategy for social justice and black freedlom is an interest-
ing story in its own right, and one that deserves much more attention than
I.can herein allot. Itis also a-story about: the personaland political interac-
tion:between generations of activists in. Detroit and, indeed, between two
phases of the city’s-civil rights movement,

Albert Cleage, Jr;, carried his early lessons with him: as he continued ‘his
more: formal. education, first as a student in sociclogy at ‘Wayne State.
University; duringa btief stint at ‘Fisk, and later at Oberlin’s semmiinary school,
where he became so-enamored of neoorthodox theology. As a caseworker for
the Detroit Department of Health between graduating from Wayne and
enrollingat Oberlin, Cleage had been discouraged by the “band-aidl” approach.
of clty social sesvices:and was already viewing the church as an alternative to
meet the needs of the poor and the marginal, Ordained in 1943, his early’
career as a pastor was relatively conventiondl, however: He passed an unevent-
ful year:as pastor-of-achurchin Lexington, Kentucky, before receiving.a cdll to

" serve:as:interim copastor of the Fellowship of All Peoples in San Frandisco,

until Howard Thurmian, the noted black theologian, woiild be free to relieve
hirn. Presumably; Cleage arrived with an opern mind about:this experimentin
inte_;:raci’al,warship.ﬁ but;s_o_on:s_o_ured o it Looking back on lﬁsacxperiences_,-'he
denounced: the existence. of ‘an interracial church as “a monstrosity and an
impossibility””* There was, he claimed, an artificiality to the style and sub-

. -stance of worship, and.a.Jack of concrete engagément ity the problems.of the

world. He was particularly annoyed by his copastor’s avoidance of issues such
as the Japanese internment durig the war; as well as-the treatment of Black

- soldiers and-workers, When offered a permanent position, he declined.

=g 3T
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Between 1945:and.his return-to Detroitin 1954, Cleage completed.close:
to tworyears.of coirse work toward-an.advanced degree at the University of
Southern California film school and eventually secured another pastorate,
this-time in Springfield; Massachusetts, where he-was:ableto thiow himself
intovarious miodes of ¢ivil rights activism. While regardéd in Springfield:as
an outspoken-and even blunt opponent of police brutality; employmerit
discrimination, and racial'segregation in housing, thereis little: to-suggest ... .
that he was inioedinately radical in the context of post-WWII civil rights
activism. He was, in fact, fairly popular among his congregants and
coworkers. But Cleage wanted to be back in Detroit. When a.post opened
up. at Detroit’s St. Mark’s United Presbyterian, he leapt at the chance,
Unfortunately; Cleage was less than happy with his new church. With high
hopes of bul}dmg a real community church, orice again he chafed at the
“Sunday piety” of his conggegationi. Moreovet, the Presbyterian hierarchy
did allit could to-discourage Cleage’s-activism on-thie political front. In the
end, heled asmall group-of dissenters out of St. Marks's—We didi’t feave
more than two Uncle Tonys sitting in the church 'building® Cleage later
explained—and formed a new congregation.

Lacking a petmanent physical structure; the small congregation held
services around Détroit until 1957, when they purchased a building in the
Twelfth Street district. For the first time, Cleage was-able fo build a church
froin the ground floer. Blending theclogy, social <riticism, and ¢alls to
action, duringthelate 1950s Central Congrégational beganto attract a large
following of young piofessionalsand working-class residents. He also began
to-attract acore of activists who would becorie influentialini the theory and
practice of black nationalist politics in Detroit. Attorniey Milton Henry and
his brothier; Richiard {fiturefounder of the separatist’ Repubhc of New:Africa. )
in thelate 1960s), both attended services-at Centralyas:did James and Grace
Lee Boggs, local Marixists associated with. the Detroitbranch of the Socialist
Workers Party (SWP) and'its various splinter groups; and Edward Vaughn,
owner of the city’s largest black bookstore. Outside of the church and -
pulpit, Cleage worked throuigh the.other traditionally recoghized vehicle of
social and political influence i African American communities: the
independent press.

In the latter half of 1961, Cleage, along with his siblings and a few
friends; Jaunclied their own bimonthly newspaper; the Ifustrated News:
Printed on btright pink néwsprint and with a (self-proclaiined and poten-
tially exaggerated) free circulation of 35;000; it appeared until 1965, How"
rnany persons actually read the family-financed paper is open to- dispute;
‘but duringits brief existenice, the Illustrated News was the chief public plats ;
form for Cleage and his-associates. Cleage: penned the majority of article
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with frequent contributions from his brother, Dr. Henry Cleage, as well as
Milton and Richard Henty: Tt was an outlet for their emerging black
nationalist views and theii often virulent criticism of the racial status quo.

It also served as a condiit for political organizing around community
issues. I1i the pages of the Mustrated News, Cleage was especially critical of
the black middle classes and the liberal-labor coslition that dominated

African American politics. He took great pains to-distarice himself from

both. Not surprisingly; he reserved special scorn for thie clérgy. In one arti-
cle; for example; Cleage insisted, the “Negro church has prospered poorly
in-the-North because it has been unable'to relate the gospel of Tesus mean-
ingfully to the everyday problems of an underprivileged people in urban
industrial comrmunities.” Because it had failed to tap into the authenticity
of “the-folk” the church could not keep pace with-the needs of fhe com-

munity: The church had, therefore; “become lost in a-sea of triviality and

aimilesspess™

Politically; Reverend Cleage focused his dissatisfaction in two major
directions: the public scheel system and the practice of urban renewal—

two of the most pressing issues facing the black population in postwar

Detroit. The former issue becare a particulatly important wedge issue

between Cleage and. the liberal-labot coalition, which had guided the

course of civil rights activisim in the city since the early 195055 Ona per-
sonal level, Cleage recalled beirig aware of “discriminatory practices-of our
public schools. since T-was a student at Northwesterri High back in the

193052%¢ And he did not believe those practices, including mistreatment

by white teachers, biased textbooks, inadeguate funding, and unequal
facilities. Part.of the difficulties, of coutse; had to do-with the changing
demographics of the city. Between 1962 and 1966 as “white flight” was
draining off the city’s white middle class, the school population increased
by-over 11,842 students, well over half of whom were black. Patteins of
residential segregation meant that entire districts became predominately
African American; and becatise of the ever-shrinlirig tax base of homie-
owners {which détermities levels of funding), predominately black schools
betarrie increasingly impoverished:as well:2

The sorry state of many Detroit schools setving the black population
was a'majorimpetus in the formation of GOAL, (he Group on Advanced
Leadership, an all-black organization led by Cleage and Milton and
Rictiard Henry. Founded in: 1961, GOAL was designed to be a “chemical
Catalyst” in the fight against racial discrimination. “A chemical catalyst
Speeds up the chemical reaction” Richard Henry wiote i the Mustrated
News., “Similatly we will speed up the fight against. bias! »28 ‘Tensions

" between GOAL and the NAACP over how best to address the conditions
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in public schools erupted throughout 1962,as Cleage and GOAL turned to
what many viewed asan putrageousform of protest, In an-unprecedented
* move, they proceeded: to drum up support i opposition tora tax millage
increase in property taxes for school funding: Why; Cleage asked, should
African American parents vote themselves 2 tax increase.and, in efféct,
increase funding for-a systern.that:mistreats:their:children?

Cleage’s antimillage campaign brought down a storm-of criticism for
the [iberal coalition. “We must decide whether we will follow i the paths
of destruction and chaos of Negro extremists” read an artiéle:in the
Michigan Chronicle; the: city’s major black weekly. “By voting agdinst
the millage; we. are automatically casting our lot: with the lunatic
frmge . We cannot afford to-sacrifice the future of our young by follow-
ing the foolish counsel of the radical elements in our midst”*” While
members-of the black press and the liberal coalition did their bést to-ren-
der Cleage persona nomn grata, his campaign did-have an effect: Motre than
50,000 black;voters changed their votes from yes to no. N1nety—e1ght per
cent of all black voters were for a millage increase i1:1959; in 1963, more:
than 40 percent voted against it."® Encouraged by this showing, Reverend
Cleage and ‘GOAL stepped up efforts to build. alliances. with others.
attempting to occupy a space to the left of the NAACP and (he liberdl
labor coalition. The: seemingly radical positions: adopted by Cleag
Central Congregational, and GOAL were particularly attractive fo-younger-
activists. A report on-one group-of young, mostly black, radicals fioted thig

“they have a great-deal of respect for- Reverend Cleage and the leadershi
of GOAL,” and suggested that only: Cleage and GOAL could “give ther
a little discipline! :

Cleage and - GOAL may not have offered much-.dis¢ipline, but they ‘
offer encouragement. Historian Sidney Fine maybe r1ght that: many ofit
new organizations created by younger activists-were: ﬂyspec:ks interms

But they were nonetheless important matkers of the slowyet. steady ideo
logical shifts ¢creating tensions within the city’s ¢ivil rights movemen In
fact, by the late 1960s; this younger generation of activists would |
a decisive impact on the-course of political mobilizing in Detroit—in’
formation of the League of Revolutionary Black Workers, inthe sphe
antipoverty and welfare rights organizing, and in other causes relatin
black empowerment. In the eatly 1960s, one of the most dynamic’
specks” to appear was. UHURU, founded in March 1963 by Tuke Tripp
John Watson, Ken ‘Cockrel, and General Baker-—all of whom had ti
Reverend Cleage:and GOAL. Tin a sense; UHURU was amotig the’ ‘eatlies
organizational expressmns of the diverse intellectual and -poli
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trends circulating in radical circles where nonviolence as-a-strategy and as
a philosophy was critiqued and where black nationalism and worldwide
revolution was embraced. Many-of those:involved:in.small groups such as
UHURU had been. regular attendees of the SWP’s:Militant Labor forums.

Some had been involved in the Southern struggle, traveling south to work
with. the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNGC).and the
Congress of Racial Equality (CORE). Many had been influenced by the
writings-and examples of Cubanand African revolutionariesand, closerto
home, by Robert Williams, Malcolm X, and Albert Cleage.

Few, apparently; saw any-ideological or political incongruities in mov-
ing from a SWP forum, to attending a talk by-Cleage; to traveling to-or
otherwise:supporiing the Southern branch of the struggle. Rather, it was
afertile social and political space in which younger activists-and-older rad-
icals were:striving:to-make connections: betweenan “old Ieft™and-a“new”
one, between local, national, and: international struggles for justice,
“I think: Dettoit radicalism. ran. ahead .of the national pace;” says Dan
Georgakas, who went ot to chronicle the experiences.of his cohort:group

in-his 1975 volume (with Marvin Surkin), Detroit: I Do Mind. Dying:

I the early 1960s.a.group:of Black Detroiters-went:to:New York:to-meet Che
Guevara: when he was:at the United Nations.and iothers were on: the first

*" flights made to: defy‘ theitravel banto Cuba, Allithose:guysbelonged:to:a’broad

socidl circle Twasiconnected with. The Cubarni-missile crisis drove thelast lib-
eralism out of people like myself, T remember attending a lecture by Albert
Cleague [§i¢] :and poinighome and thinking we might’ be dead by morning:**

Most of these younger activists were not religious in the conventional
sense. For Luke Tripp, osig of the founders of WHURU, while stilt at stu-

“dent at Wayne ‘State, religion was relatively ummportant “Man, F don’t

gperate out of a religious bag,” he told a reporter. “I was baptized a

- Catholic but now you can say I am a free thinker” “When I was eighteen

Tleftthe chureh,” recailed Charleen Johnson, who became heavily involved
i commumty organizing and welfare. rights. The church, she felt, con-
tributed 1o 4 sense of “powerlessness™ in its members’ Tives, wihile she was
eelung to ‘overthrow the system™” Cleage understood this impulse to
ave: o to critique. the church, and he shared many of the frustrations
iculated by younger activists. And, further, he aspired to heal the -
ach, the. disjuncture between religion and radicalism within activist
mmunities in Detroit. Ini 'his fights with the NAAGP and the liberal-
or coalition, Cleage repeatedly attempted fo tap into: the potential of
ger activists,.and they responded in kind.
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1963 and the “Black Revolt™in Detroit

Too-often, historians of the. post- SWWIE civil ri‘ghfs ovement present the
“sudden™ eruption of* calls for “Black Power” in 1966 as. the. key turnmg_ ‘
point in the movement’s evolution (or devolution, dependmg on one’s
point of view). Yet, in places such 4s Detroit, the development of a black.
nationalist agenda was neither so stark or so sudden. Rather; as early as
1963, fights within'and between:local activist communities were becoming
increasingly frequent, and the.events.of that year'proved to be more-deciz
sive. It was a vear filled with tensions: somie of them based in disputes
about what strategies should be pursued, somebased in philosophical dif-
ferences, some based in the-dynarnics of personality and pride. Nearly-all
had to do with race and theeriergent vision of black nationalism and self-
determination. All of these tensions camieto:a head during the planning of -
Detroit’s “Walk to Freedom March? Held several weeks before the:national -
March on Washington—which se eclipsed the Detroit march that it is-
rarely ever noted-outside of the historiographical literature.on Detroit—it
was judged to be a success by the media-and by midny of its participarits..
Yet its greater historical relevance may have to do with the Ways:in which
it exacerbated numerous: fissures and: fractures within the local activist.”
community. The religious nature of this internal struggle: among Toca
activists was, far fronbeing iriany way unusual, perfectly inderstandable;
given the city’s and the movernent’s history. :
On the one side of what was increasingly taking on the cast of g reli
gious “holy war” stood Reverend C. L. Franklin, pastor of New Bethel and
head of the Detroit Gouncil for Human Rights (DCHR), an organization
that had aspired fo eclipse the more cautious NAACP: On the other 'side
stood the NAACP itself which, at.one point, threatened to. boycott the
march altogether. Having been repeatedly denounced as “a’bunchiof Un
Toms” by Frankliyi and ptherswithin the DCHR, they were/ih o moo
cooperate. Ot still anotherside stood the Reverend Albert B, Cleage.:
Initially; Cleage had been faitly close to Franklin: Both had beeninvo
in issuing the orlglnal call for & march. Both desited an “unprecede
show of strength” that would stand as a reproach tor the previotis “di
pointing” NAACP—sponsored demonstration in sympathy with
Southern wingof the: struggle, 6 Both ministers were, at the bcgmnmg :
to a'broad coalition. Since the “Wall to Freedom March™ wasto:double
fund-raiser for the Southern Christian: Leadership Conference (8C
there was general agregmerit that King'should be invited to lead the:pro
sion and to address the postmarch rally at Cobo Hall, a conver
center on the city’s downtown watetftont. Therewere hostile disagreein
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however; about who the otlier dignitaries should be. Reverend Cléage, who

served on the board of the DCHR, wanted to keep themarchasblack-led as
possible. On thissscore; e lost. The NAACP wasespecially keen'on the idea

of inviting Mayor Jerome Cavanagh and the UAW’s Walter Reuther. This
proved: to be the price-exacted for their support, causing Cleage and his
supporters to balk:that the march did not need to be “legitimated™ (arid
cotitained) by the white-establishinent.”

There were-also: disputes among various segments of the black clergy;
and the-DCHR: found itself forced. to: placate members of one group in
particular: the Baptist Minister’s Alliance. Asit turned out, onemember of
the alliance wds the-newly-designated Detrgit representative of the SCLC

and the alliance felt that he, and not: Franklin or Cleage; should play the

bigger role. They were also reportedly disquieted by the“Negro character”

of the planned ‘match, nsisting that “local white chiurches wanted to have
- share in raising funds:..

~and to support future actions toward desegre-
gation.” In.addition,’ Fra,nkhn..and Cleage had already angered members of

the alliarice by keeping a studied distance from the organization. When
Franklin attended one of their meetings fo. extend an olive branch, the
“alliance forced him to pay a membership fee before being allowed to

speak. Fyen after he made'his case for religious and political solidarity; the
alliance ot only declined to-officially support the match but attively
boyeotted it:* Once again, questions and debates over the proper role:and

“-function of the black church rose inevitably to the surface.

Tin. the ‘end, Detroit’s “Walk to Freedom March™ was mot all Franklin,
‘Cleage, and the DCHR had hoped'it would be, even ‘though the turnout
surprised the organizers:and represented.an impressive:show of solidarity
with the Southern wing of the struggle. It seems that nioone was quite pre-
‘Pared: for the: thousands and thousands.of mostly black and working-class
marchers; dressed-in. thelr :Sunday best, who created a sea-of people wash-
ingdown: the broad avenues of the city: During his addressat Cobo Hall,

. King proclaimed it the “largest and greatest detrionstration for freedom

ever held in the United States,” with numbers far greater than the vast
majority of Southern demonstrations; It was, it King’s words, a shining
example of a “magnificent new: militancy” that-could be harnessed and
agnified into-an equally tnassive March on Washington. At the close of
48<minute speech King delivered a longer and richer version of his
Dream; ‘sequence;” which would become the highlight of the national
arch two: months later. Reverend Cleage also addressed the: overflow
owd As local radical activist James Boggs recalled, “After King finished
g about conditions in the South; Reverend Cleage got up and said
‘we'd better start lookingat conditions in Detroit”*
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On this fast point, ifon little clse, there wasa general sense of agreement,
although disputes over strategy, tactics, and philosophy-continued to: pres-
ent persistent problems In the wake of the march, for instance; the DCHR
continued its minor-war with both the NAACP and the Baptist Minister’s
Alliance. To make matters worse, ideological differences: between the
Reverends Cleage and Franklin became increasingly apparent. The final

- break between the two.ministers-and, by extension, the left-of-centercoali-
tion as.a whole, occurred during the DCHR's attempt to- harness the
momentum of the march by creating a Northiern Christian Leadership
Conference (NCLC) to serve as a regional counterpart to the. SCLC. While
significant for-reminding us ol the transregional nature of the:movement,
the plans for a NCLC. also. provide us with an ideal case study of the sorts
of ideologicdl, political, and religious struggles: inside the local activist
comumuility, especially where the issue of black nationalism was concerned.

Originally, the proposed three-day: founding convention of the riew
NCILC was to be:open tg anyand all representatives of Worthern-based civil
rights organizations. Yet, difficulties began to emerge when Franklin cate-
gorically rejected Cleage’s. intention to invite Conrad Eynn and William
Worthy, both of whom were charter members of the recently organized
Freedom: Now'Party (FNP), one.of that era’simost interesting andisuccess-
ful attempts to construct a national, all-black. political party®* Both also
had long-standing ties to-the.SWP and to Robert Williams, who had been’
ousted from his post as head of the Monroe, North Carolina, branch of the
NAACP for questioning the efficacy of nonviolence.and who was ther liv-
ing in Cuba. Inaddition, Cleage also made the “mistake” of inviting repre-
sentatives of GOAL and WHURU, as: well as representatives from the
Nation of Islam, including Minister Malcolm X and his brother; Minister
Wilfred X, head of Temple No. 1 in Detroijt, Franklin was incensed. He.
rejected the attendance of anyone associated with “Communists” (Lynn,
Worthy) and with “extremists” (Malcolm and Wilfred X). Such promiscu-
ous “mingling” with “communists, black nationalists and persons with.
criminal.records;” Franklin maintained, would “onlydestroy our image. e

“Qurs is the Christian view and approach,” added James Pel Rio;:
another member of the increasingly fractious DCHR. “Those-who. refiise:
to turn the other cheek are having their own conference** And, indeed,:
Cleage resigned in protest from the DCHR and set about coordinating .
plans for a rival conference—the Grass-Roots Leadership Confererice-
whose very name was-tmeant:to symbolize their separation from and:
tique of the NCEC: The situation in Dettroit wasthrown into furtherchag
when Cleage and his allies decided to hold their conference during th
same weekend asthe NCLC’s. It was no-doubt gratifyingto Cleage that th
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NCEC meeting was widely judged to have been a flop. Even with Adam
Clayton Powell a&dress’i‘n_g'the::N'CLC’s.-mai'n event at Cobo Hall, only
a “disappointing 3,000 souls attended” {Cobu Hall:seats 15,000.) Further;
less than half of the delegates from Northern organizations showed up,
and many left the NCLC proceedings to attend the Grass-Roots sessions.
across town in the Twelfth Street district.®?

The Grass-Roots Leadership Conference, while well-attended, with esti-

‘miates ranging from 300 to 400 persons, was itself only a blip.on the larger

radar of progrésstve black politics-and the rise of a black nationalist agenda,
Although generally remembered (if at all) for Minister Malcolm X’s now
famous “Message to-the Grass Roots” speech, it notietheless serves in retro-
spect:as.an important moment:in the formation of a new-activist coalition
with its.own distinctive ideology and, moteover; its-own distinctive political
theology: Cleage, GOAL, and the Grass-Roots organizers went.out of their
way to.smooth:over the differences between local and national radicals-as
well as between: Christians. and Muslims. The: latter was symbolized, as the
Liberator putiit, by “a:Chistian minister {Cleage] marrying an Islamic invo-

" " cation into-a Ghristian. prayer” during the opening event* Cleage’s experi-

ences-in organizing and facilitating the conference and his fights with the
DCHR, the NCLC; and other:moderatgs also proyved to'be a crucial step-in
the evolution of his-own political and religious thinking. In fact; it was the
planning and implementation of the Grass-Roots:Conférence that provided.
much of the substarce fo Cleage’s claim that 1963 represented the begin-
nings:of'a “Black Revolt™ in:places such-as Detroit.

From this.point.on, Cleage had very little:that was positive to.say about.

- King, SCLC, and:most of the Southern branchof the movement—although

he did support what he saw-as the more radical potenttial of youth-oriented
groups such.as SNCC. Working with. the FNP and othet local and national
black-organizations also allowed Cleage-to. keep-abreast of various political
developmerits in. other regions of the country. Asthe:decade wore on and.
the: civil rights movement: increasingly “moved” North, Cleage and other
black nationalists in. Detreit continued their struggle-to. redefine both the
nature-of the movement and the.very meaning of “civil rights For Cleage,
this meant not only black nationalism in terms of politics and economics
but also-in‘terms of culture and religion. The realdifference, Cleage wrote

- in 1963, was that “Black men began to talk of Black History, Black Art,

Black Economics, Black Political Action, and Black Leadership, Black

" Nationalists didn’t merely-talk black, they began to-act black”* Certainly,
. Cleage felt he had good reason to. proffer such an analysis, Yet; it obscures

the ways in:whichipost-1963 developments:are organically:tied to p1ev10us

. -etasin-the Black Freedom Movement.
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They were hardly the first generation to take black history;.art, politics;
economics, and -culture seriously:

Like politically éngaged black ministersbefore him, Cleage struggled to
make the bldck chutcliréelevant to the needs; desires, and struggles of the
community it ‘was medit to serve. He knew well that many younger
activists felt alienated by the conventional teachings and practices of the
church and ¢ontinueusly sought to provide them with a meaningful spir-
itual home. Like Reverend White, his old mentor; Cleage worked to main-
tain a truly independent institution, and like Reverend Hill, he opened the
doors of his church to various drganizations, codlitions, and individuals,
including labor unienists, black and, yes, white, radicals, community
organizers; and others.

Thus, it was in the arena of theological scholarship and activism ‘that

Cleage rendered a truly distinctive contribution, Ie-was, asnoted black the-
ologian James Cone wrote in 1969, “one-of the few Black ministers who Has
embraced Black Power as a religious concept and has sought to reorient the
church-community-on the basis of it.”*¢ But eveii here we would do well to
consider the similarities between Cleage’s Black Christian Nationalism and
‘the African Orthodox Churcheestablished by the Garveyite movementitithe.
early twentieth century; as well as the Nation of Tslam, both of which took
the existence of a “Black God™ g5 a point of deparfure*” Cleage not only

pressed for ‘the wide acceptance of & “Black Christ” {and Madonna and

child), but he also sought to strip traditional Chiristiasiity of its “éxcessive

mysticism.” For example, the belief that Jesus was resurrectéd fromi:the dead
was; for Cleage; at best a mystification -and at worst 4. le: Tracing out the’

implications of this vision, he insisted that the original disciples weré not
primarily concerned with bodily resurrection but with the resurrection of a

“Black Nation.” Herice; he argued, we moderii-day disciples, whether.

Christian, Musling, or seéculdr; need to get back to the original and tmore
authentic message of Jesus™ mission.*® Not surprisingly; Cleage’s political
thieology constaritly placed him at odds with- fellow clergy and riot a few'
more-conventionally réligious lay people. Some, ineluding the Reverend
Charles A. Hill, even. attempted to persuade other minisfers to: close ‘the_
doors of their churchesito any meetings or forums in ‘which Cleage and his
supporters organized or participated in—raising, ironically;and ‘once again
the question, “Who:Owns:the Negro Church?”“T don’t want anythirig to:do’
with organizations which: want all-black,” Hill told an @udience of Baptist:
ministers. "‘Wé sh’oui'd' Clb‘s‘e‘ out' churches t'o-them 74 U‘nd‘aunted Cleage
wuh groupis: such as the Inne1 C1ty Or_gamzatlon, the Interfalﬂl Foundationv
for Community Organizing; the FNP on 'whiose ticket he:tanfor governor i
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1964, and the League-of Revolutionaty Black Workers, many of whose mem-

bers:got:their start in:radical politics in UHURW and thecld $WP Saturday
night forums. When the 1967 utban uprising swept through sectioris of
Detroit, Cleage saw it as a“dress rehearsal” for the revolution in politics, éco-
nomics, culture; and religion yet to come. After 1967, and well into the
1970s, the embrace-of Black Power and calls for programmatic implemen-
tation of black nationalismwere weil-established as part of the political logic
in Detroif’s activist communitiés:

Cleage did not fully revolutionize the movement or the society that
gave birth to it.. Although managing to erect sister temples in other loca-
tions, his Shrine of the Black Madonna eventually suffered gradual
decline. Tt continues to. exist; however; with branchies i Detroit (Temple

" No. 1), Atlanta, Houstony-and Calhioun Falls, S'ou't_h Carélina, despite the
patriarch’s recent death i February 2000. Yet, Cleage, who: changed his

name fo Jaramogi Abebe Agyeman in the 1970s,.did succeed in pushing
the movement in new and intéresting directions and ih ‘ways that com-
bined an activist’s faith.and an unflinching political commitmerit. By help-
ing to create-one of the earliest black nationalist coalitions in Detroit, he
played a leading role in laying the foundations for that city’s-ongoing
struggle for black freedom. In the:end, the gradual embrace-of Black Power
and black nationalism, including Black Chiristian Nationalisim, constituted
less:of @ major or radical break with the past. Rather, it represented just
«one more tenacious twist:in 4 road whose tortuous path has always been
structured by debates, tensions; rivalries, and new departures—a road,
thoreover, consistently defined by‘and rosted in‘a sense of place but never
defined exclusively by tegion-or location. In the end, it maybe that Twelfth
Street and Montgomery are not so far apart after all,
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