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While African Americans had been part of the earli
est Lutheran congregations in America (dating from the
1600s), Black Lutheranism as a distinct form of Lutheran
ism, a Christian tradition that adheres to the teachings of
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Martin Luther (1483-1546), did not appear until after the
Civil War.
From the early period, black Lutherans resided in Ger
man and Scandinavian settlements in the mid-Atlantic
colonies, as well as Georgia and the West Indies. Afri
can American members participated in congregational
worship, received sacraments, and had been ordained as
Lutheran pastors. Daniel Alexander Payne (1811-1893)
was ordained as a Lutheran pastor before becoming an
influential bishop in the African Methodist Episcopal
(AME) Church.
In the antebellum period, African Americans grew to
perhaps 25 percent of Lutherans in Georgia, Tennessee,
and the Carolinas. However, that percentage has not been
replicated since. Black Lutherans have always been rela
tively few compared to black Baptists, Methodists, and
other denominations.
After the Civil War and emancipation, Lutherans
racially separated their congregations, as did other
denominations. Beginning in 1866, some Lutheran syno s (groups of Lutheran congregations) started new black

Black Lutheranism
congregations in the South and began training black clergy
to serve them. Most of this work was in North Carolina.
On May 8, 1889, four black pastors, David James
Koontz, William Philo Phifer, Samuel Holt, and Nathan
Clapp, sensing a lack of financial

support from the North

Carolina Synod in which they had been ordained, cre
ated the Alpha Synod of Evangelical Lutheran Freedmen
in America, with nearly two hundred members and with
Koontz as president. After Koontz s death in 1890, Phifer,
the synods secretary, wrote to the Lutheran ChurchMissouri Synod (LCMS) on behalf of the Alpha Synod for
help. After meeting with Nils Jules Bakke (1853-1921), a
Norwegian American pastor and missionary of the Synodical Conference (a group of synods that included the
LCMS), the members of the Alpha Synod agreed that the
Synodical Conference would absorb the Alpha Synod into
the African American mission program begun by its Mis
sion Board in 1877.
The Mission Boards work flourished and resulted in the
organization of dozens of black congregations. In order to
train black workers, the board founded Immanuel Lutheran
College and Seminary in Concord, North Carolina, and
Luther College in New Orleans, in 1903. While Luther Col
lege closed in 1925, Immanuel (relocated in 1905 to Greens
boro, North Carolina) produced many significant black
Lutheran clergy and teachers before it also closed in 1961.
In 1922, the Synodical Conference founded Alabama
Luther College in Selma, Alabama, to provide black
workers for Lutheran churches and schools begun by
Rosa Jinsey Young (1890-1971), a schoolteacher in Wil
cox County, Alabama. After a cotton crop failure caused
financial difficulties for her school in 1914, she sought help
from the Synodical Conference at the suggestion of Booker
T. Washington (1856-1915). She then gave her school to
the conference and worked with Bakke to establish dozens
of churches and schools in central Alabama and Florida.

By that time, black congregations had also emerged within
other Lutheran bodies, including the American Lutheran
Church (ALC) and Lutheran Church in America (LCA).
During the civil rights era, black Lutherans formed a
number of advocacy groups and caucuses within Lutheran
synods, including the Coalition of Black Members of
the ALC and the Association of Black Lutherans in the
Lutheran Church (as part of the LCA). A group of LCMS
pastors also formed a Black Clergy Caucus. In 1968, a
group of black Lutheran clergy from multiple synods cre
ated the Association of Black Lutheran Clergymen (later
Churchmen) for a broader voice. Their concern was that
integration would lead to a loss of black culture by African
Americans through their assimilation into the "German"
culture of white Lutherans.
Realizing a decline in black membership over previ
ous decades, the LCMS began the Commission on Black
Ministry at its convention in Dallas in 1977. This was in
conjunction with celebrations of the centennial of LCMS
black ministry. A Black Ministry Convocation represent
ing the LCMS met in Selma in 1978 and continues to meet
annually.
In 1986, a group of African and African American
Lutheran theologians and others met at a Conference of
International Black Lutherans (CIBL) in Harare, Zimba
bwe, to discuss questions of black identity and Lutheran
ism. The matter of worship style was addressed directly by
the publication in 1999 of 7his Far by Faith: An African
American Resource for Worship, a joint effort by the Evan
gelical Lutheran Church in America (formed from the
ALC and ELCA in 1989) and the LCMS.
The ELCA and the LCMS, the two largest Lutheran bod
ies in the United States, each have a black mission program
as well as an active black caucus. In recent decades, black
membership in Lutheran churches has grown, in part
due to increased immigration of Lutheran immigrants

Alabama Luther College remained the only black Lutheran

from Africa. Black ministries themselves are changing to

college or university in the United States until it closed, as

address increasingly diverse U.S. communities.

Concordia College Alabama, in 2018.
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The Great Migration led to a shift in black Lutheranism
from primarily rural to urban. As they migrated from the
Southeastern United States and from the West Indies (after
the United States bought them from Denmark in 1917) to
cities in the North and Midwest, black Lutherans increas
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segregation and extralegal violence in the Jim Crow South
(Foner 2014,879).
However, black Americans in these cities experi
enced new forms of segregation and disenfranchisement.
Many African Americans encountered violent hostility
from white laborers and tenants who perceived blacks as
threats to their neighborhoods, economic livelihoods, and
vision of postwar prosperity. The accelerated rate of black
migration to cities such as Detroit, Michigan, fanned pre
existing racial tensions as accommodations such as hous
ing became increasingly limited (Foner 2014, 879). For
example, in June 1943, a physical altercation at a Detroit
city park between black and white teenagers and sailors
escalated into a full-scale race riot (Public Broadcasting
Service, n.d.).

Black Panther Party
The Black Panther Party, also referred to as the Black Pan
ther Party for Self-Defense, was a radical, revolutionary
group inspired by Marxist-Leninist and Black Nation
alist ideals such as economic justice, racial equality, and
anti-imperialism. Merritt College students Huey Newton
(1942-1989) and Bobby Seale (b. 1936) founded the group
in 1966, in Oakland, California. The party organized and
participated in activities and demonstrations that directly
challenged the social and economic conditions of black
communities in American cities outside of the U.S. South.
The party openly criticized U.S. foreign policy in Africa,
Asia, Latin America, and the Caribbean. The group drew
attention to how state and international policies impacted
oppressed peoples in those regions. Formed at the height
of the Cold War, the Black Panther Party faced police sur
veillance by local and state police departments and the
Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI). The party dissolved
in 1982 due to internal leadership disputes, concerns about
the treatment of black women in the party, and leaders'
primary focus on the Oakland party branches rather than
the sustainability of local party chapters.
In the second half of the twentieth century, an increas
ing number of black families migrated from the Black Belt
South to cities in the North and the West. About 700,000
black men, women, and children moved from the rural
South with the prospect of gaining new employment in
shipyards, aircraft manufacturing factories, and steel
plants along the West Coast. This movement of African
Americans away from the Black Belt was due in large
part to the availability of military-industrial jobs created
by World War II (1939-1945) and a push to escape legal

World War II facilitated a new black militancy for
racial equality in the United States. Wartime propaganda
and advertisements sold ideological concepts of freedom
and economic security to the American people. Patriotic
images and rhetoric placed Nazism and fascism at direct
odds with democratic ideals of justice, equality, and
freedom. Wartime propaganda showcased the contra
dictions between freedom and racial and ethnic inequal
ity entrenched in American culture and society. While
Franklin D. Roosevelt's (1882-1945) administration cam
paigned to rid the world of fascism in Asia and Europe,
black Americans continued to face the threats of lynching,
discrimination in housing, schools, and the workplace,
and second-class citizenship (Foner 2014,879).
Between the years 1954 and 1965, the modern civil
rights movement remained ideologically nonviolent, con
sisting of boycotts, sit-ins, protests, and marches. The civil
rights movement was inspired by a multitude of factors,
among them black migration from the Jim Crow South,
grassroots activism during World War II, the Cold War,
anti-colonialism, and political party reorientation (Foner
2014, 957). The U.S. Supreme Court's landmark verdict in
Brown v. Board of Education (1954), which found school
segregation illegal, reignited mass civil rights mobiliza
tion stifled by the Cold War anticommunist culture and
society of the 1950s (Foner 2014, 962). Other civil rights
events such as the lynching of Emmet Till (1941-1955),
the Montgomery Bus Boycott, the integration of Central
High School in Little Rock, Arkansas, the Greensboro,
North Carolina, sit-in, and Freedom Summer illustrated to
the nation and abroad the horrors and violence inherent
in the nonviolence strategy. Beyond the U.S. South, black
communities continued to face challenges that civil rights

