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African-Americans &. the Unity Movement
James:

Good morning, my name is James Trapp. May we join together in prayer.
Song:

I Shall Not Be Moved

Jim:

From Weekly Unity, Saturday, June 12, 1909: An old darkey wanted to
join a fashionable city church, and the minister, knowing it was
hardly the thing to do and not wanting to hurt his feelings, told him
to go home and pray over it. In a few days the darkey came back.
"Well, what do you think of it by this time?" asked the preacher.
"Well, sah," replied the colored man, "Ah prayed and Ah prayed and
and the good Lawd, he says to me, Rastus, Ah w o u l d ’
t bodder mah haid
about dat no mo. A h ’
ve been trying to git Into dat c h u ’
ch m a s e ’
f for
de las’twenty yeahs and Ah a i n ’
t done had no luck.

Phyl1 is:

Good morning. My name is Phyllis Crichlow and I, along with James
and Jim have just completed our first year of the ministerial
education program at Unity School for Religious Studies. The program
we have prepared for you this morning came out of a research project
from Jim G a i t h e r ’
s class on the historical background of the Unity
m o v ement.
Ken Williamson, who originally worked on this project, Jim Lee, and
I chose to concentrate on the African-American presence in the Unity
movement because that is a generally unknown area of U n i t y ’
s history.
Today we would like to explore some of that history with you.

James:

The joke Jim recited, as he said, came from the Weekly
Bulletin.
Jokes of this kind, which as you heard,
demeaning to African-Americans were printed on a regular
the inception of the Bulletin in 1904 through 1912 when
curiously and abruptly stopped.

Unity News
were very
basis from
they

There must have been a shift in consciousness within the Unity
movement. Towards the end of 1912 an article appeared in the Weekly
Unity News Bulletin called Freedom for A 1 1. The article starts with,
"A great aid to spiritual growth is a positive belief in human worth,
your own worth and that of everyone else."
The Declaration of
Independence is paraphrased:
"We hold these truths to be selfevident, that all men are created free and equal."
The author
continues with, "We can do much for another in giving him this
freedom, and even more for ourselves in keeping our hands off."
There was a decided shift in Un i t y ’
s portrayal of African-Americans
in its literature.
Jim:

Good morning, my name is Jim Lee. Weekly Unity News Bulletin had a
column called News Concerning Truth Centers In Other Cities. In 1919
it began to include meeting places for "colored" Unity study groups
and centers.
The first listing we found was in the issue dated
December 13, 1919 announcing "The Unity Study Class for Colored
People" which was being conducted in the home of a Mrs. E.W. Fields
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in Kansas City, MO. In subsequent issues "colored" study groups and
"colored" Unity centers were listed on a regular basis.
In the
1920’
s, 1930’
s, 1940’
s a n d 1950’
s groups were started in Florida, New
York, California, Michigan, Washington, D.C., Ohio, Tennessee,
Kentucky, Illinois, and Texas. Basically all over the country.
Phyl1 is:

As noted, African-American Unity groups were meeting in cities across
the nation.
In the weekly bulletins these groups were listed as
"colored" and later the designation changed to capital “Col." in
parenthesis.
In the 1930’
s we have evidence of at least fifteen African-American
Unity centers or study groups functioning across the country.
However, African-Americans could not eat at Unity Inn nor could they
live on the grounds.
An article appeared in a local Kansas City
newspaper describing how two "Negro" students were refused service
at Unity Inn. U n i t y ’
s response was that they were obliged to abide
by city and state ordinances.
"It is not within our province to
force acceptance of the Negro race upon the public. We feel that we
can do more to continue to help our colored friends by keeping a
feeling of good fellowship between races until full love— which we
are teaching at Unity School— can be established within the hearts
of men."

James:

Ernest Wilson tells what I think is a rather humorous story about how
a fledgling Black playwright named Garland Anderson visited him at
Unity headquarters.
This man was a student of Unity studies and
after he and Ernest conversed for a while, he announced, "Also, I ’
ve
looked forward to a meal at your famous vegetarian Inn!" Now this
man had to know about the segregationist laws in effect at that time
but he put Ernest Wilson and Unity School on the spot. Luckily for
Mr. Wilson, he was interrupted by his secretary which gave him an
opportunity to instruct her to tell the manager of the inn to allow
the man to pass through the cafeteria line with Mr. Wilson axl iten
the two of them could go upstairs to eat. Mr. Wilson said he felt
like he saved the man and Unity from embarrassment. I think
Garland Anderson knew exactly what he was doing. Even Ernest Wilson
acknowledged the man had challenged Unity through him in a matching
of wits.

Jim:

In a letter from Silent Unity, written in 1946, Unity stated its
position on Negroes living at the Unity Training School. The letter
says, and I quote, “
They (Negroes) are in agreement regarding the
idea of segregation as to their living quarters. No real good is
ever accomplished by forcing races to mingle together. We (Unity)
firmly believe that in some near future time ideas of segregation
will be lifted up in the degree that races can associate together in
peace, love and good-will.

Phyl1 is:

In spite of U n i t y ’
s insistence that the "customs of the locality" as
they put it, would not permit the mingling of the races, at least six
African-Americans surmounted U n i t y ’
s early policy of segregation and

2

became ordained Unity ministers.
Henrietta Gordon, a former Catholic, began studying Unity principles
in 1928.- She became a Licensed Teacher in 1941 and founded Southside
Unity Church in Chicago, Illinois. Reverend Gordon became interested
in Unity principles after she suffered a nervous breakdown and was
partially paralyzed by a stoke. In her words, "the prayers of Silent
Unity, and my own faith and obedience to their Instructions healed
me." Reverend Gordon was ordained in 1953.
Helen Mouton, a former Methodist, began studying Unity principles in
1933. She organized the Christ Unity Center in Los Angeles In 1937,
became a Licensed Teacher in 1947 and was ordained as a Unity
minister In 1952.
Corine Smith, a former Baptist, began studying Unity principles in
1931.
Reverend Smith became a Licensed Teacher in 1938 and an
ordained minister in 1952. Reverend Smith organized "The Center" in
Houston, Texas. She said she experienced many miraculous healings
using Truth principles— for herself and others who came to her.
Other African-American pioneers in the Unity movement have Included
Reverend Janet Holland of New York City, Reverend John Johnson and
Reverend Mable Butts of Atlanta who were ordained in the 1950’
s
before integration of Unity Village.
James:

There have been two African-Americans in particular who have had a
tremendous Impact on the Unity movement.
They are the Reverends
Johnnie Coleman and Ruth Mosley.

Jim:

“I can do all things through Him who strengthens m e . ” Phil. 4:13
Between 1952 and 1955 Johnnie Coleman attended Unity Training School.
It all started with an anxiously awaited phone call. Ms. Coleman’
s
doctor finally called. "I am so sorry to have to tell you this," the
doctor said, " But our tests reveal that you have only six months to
live."
Understandably upset, Ms. Coleman reeled away from the phone. As she
started to retreat, she bumped into her cocktail table and knocked
to the floor one of the many weekly Unity magazines her mother had
been giving her for some time. It fell open to these words: GOD IS
YOUR HEALTH. YOU C A N ’
T BE SICK. She argued with the magazine. Then
she called her mother and asked. "Who are these people?" Her mother
answered, “
Why, they are Unity. Why d o n ’
t you go and see them?
So she visited and was Impressed. Even though she c o u l d n ’
t stay on
grounds, she enrolled in U n i t y ’
s Training School.
You see, Ms.
Coleman was in search of a Spiritual healing. And when it comes to
life and death, one is willing to do almost anything.
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James:

In 1954, one year short of graduation, after her car stalled as a
result of being flooded by the rain, Ms. Coleman decided she could
no longer tolerate driving to Unity Village from Kansas City every
day. She told her classmates: "I c a n ’
t take this any longer. You
can have the whole thing. If this is what your God is about, I d o n ’
t
want him."
She announced she was going to quit. Her classmates
took it upon themselves to prepare and circulate a petition to allow
Ms. Coleman to live on the grounds.
She was subsequently allowed
to stay on the grounds; though not with fellow students - rather, in
her words, in a w o r k e r ’
s cottage away from everyone else.
Ms. Coleman was beginning to be healed. And at the same time. Unity
was beginning to be healed as well when Johnnie Coleman became the
first African-American to live on the grounds.
In 1956, Reverend Coleman completed her Unity School experience and
took her message to Chicago where she started her own study group
with a handful of friends. By 1958, that study group had grown to
a 262 member organization. In 1963 Reverend Coleman orchestrated the
completion of her first Unity Church in Chicago, Illinois.

Phyllis:

In 1965 there was another healing opportunity at Unity Village.
The young people from Reverend Coleman’
s church attended the Youth
Conference being held at Unity Village that year.
While there
Reverend Coleman received word from them that they couldn’
t swim in
the pool nor could they dance with the other Y.O.U.ers. She flew to
Unity Village and in her words said to those in charge, “nobody else
will be swimming if my children c a n ’
t swim." Needless to say “her
children" were swimming by the time she left.
Another healing opportunity.

Jim:

In 1968, the Reverend Johnnie Coleman became the first AfricanAmerican to become Vice-President of the Association of Unity
Churches.
This was the same year the world was rocked by the
assassination of the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. Reverend
Coleman was left with a feeling of guilt. That feeling was echoed
by Reverend J. Sig Paulson who called and asked, "Would you go to all
of the Unity churches that will accept you and talk to them about our
coming together?" Reverend Coleman accepted. She presented a talk
entitled: "There is No Hiding Place”, which candidly discussed the
effects of racism. At some of the churches she was well received,
at others she was not.
But no doubt, her efforts impacted the
consciousness of those who heard it.
In 1969, Reverend Coleman became President of the Association of
Unity Churches and while serving in that capacity, Unity held its
first convention since 1928.

James:

In 1974 Reverend Coleman was invited to the
service. She fully expect healings to take
expect eyes to be opened.
I expect people
wheelchairs and WALK."
She spoke of the

4

Village to do a healing
place. As she said, "I
to get up out of their
Holy Spirit and Jesus

Christ.
After Reverend Coleman’
s service she received word that
certain members at the school had not liked her service. She came
to believe her church was going to be taken from her. So in 1974
Reverend Coleman withdrew her church from the Association of Unity
Churches and organized the Universal Foundation for Better Living.
Her church currently has 4,000 members, is a multi-million dollar
operation, and has 21 member churches within the organization.
Phyl1 is:

This served as the prelude and groundwork for another great pioneer
- Ruth Mosley.
Song:

James:

Ain’
t Gonna Let Nobody Turn Me Around

Ruth Mosley attended Unity Training School on a monthly basis from
1960 through 1964.
During Reverend M o s l e y ’
s early years at Unity
Village the swimming pool was still segregated but she was able to
eat in the Inn and live on the grounds.
There were, however,
complaints from fellow students who did not feel African-Americans
were entitled to equal privileges.
After finishing school Reverend Mosley started West Side Unity Church
in Detroit, Michigan, with five people in a study group. Today, that
church has grown to over 600 members. In 1982 Reverend Mosley was
elected President of the Association of Unity Churches.
Reverend
Mosley
has made
significant
contributions
in many
areas,
however,today we want to highlight the creation of the Unity Urban
Ministerial School.
It all started over an article which appeared In Ebony magazine in
July, 1978. The article reported on U n i t y ’
s history of segregation.
Reverend Mosley indicated that some of the article was true and some
was false. However, the article did bring to Un i t y ’
s attention the
fact that it did not have a reflective percentage of AfricanAmericans in I t ’
s ministries.

Phyl1 is:

Stan Hampson, Director of Ministry Services, asked Reverend Mosley
to help rectify the situation. Reverend Mosley prayed. From prayer
she received Inspiration to write up a concept for an Urban Ministry
which would support the entrance of African-Americans into the Unity
movement and Into the ministry.
The first time the plan was
presented to the board it was rejected. With the help of Ed Rabel,
Reverend Mosley rewrote the program and delivered it again.
The
result was the creation of the Unity Urban Ministerial School in 1979
in Detroit, Michigan. The objective of the program was to train and
develop African-American ministers who would be well versed in the
teachings of Myrtle and Charles Fillmore and be able to articulate
and relate these principles In an urban environment. In reality, the
Urban School does not discriminate so the focus is to provide
students of any race with skills to establish a ministry in an urban
envi ronment.
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Jim:

In 1982 the first graduates of the Unity Urban Ministerial School
came to Unity Village to complete their education.
They called
themselves The Detroit Eight. Unity School welcomed them with open
arms.
-There were some rough spots.
However, an attitude of
cooperation by some dedicated people, including Connie Fillmore, were
instrumental in hammering out the concerns, addressing the issues,
and melting away residual resentments and misunderstandings.
Now the training that the Urban Ministerial provides before students
arrive at Unity Village is quite extensive. There are six terms of
education that cover a three year period. One of the focus areas is
providing the skills to go out Into the community and become Involved
in programs such as drug rehabilitation, prisons, hospitals, the
homeless and AIDS patients.

James:

The Urban School has a successful retention rate of 94% of its
graduates continuing in the field of ministry.
Some of the other
significant successes to have come out of this school are:
1. Increases of African-Americans in the Unity movement.
2. Substance abuse chaplains and counselors for persons on parole
and/or probation from the penal system such as Reverend Harriet Fudge
in Kansas, MO.
3. A prison ministry being conducted by Reverend Mercedes Hill in
Jackson, Michigan.
4. A street ministry has been created by Reverend Carol Glynn In
Detroit, Michigan. This includes services for AIDS patients that has
proven to be an effective government program.
5. There are two graduates of the Urban Ministerial on the faculty
at Unity School for Religious Studies - Reverend Maurice Williams,
who came out of the original Detroit 8, and Reverend Stephen
Wi 11 ingham.
6. Reverend Mary Ann Finch has grown two study groups to church
status and presently serves on the Board of the Association of Unity
Churches.

Phyllis:

The Individuals we highlighted today have provided a framework of
courage, foresight and love from which we can all learn. We honor
them and every other Individual in Unity - minister, teacher,
volunteer and congregant who in varying degrees has expressed
courage, foresight and love in following their Christ spirit.

Jim:

It is now appropriate that we acknowledge and honor a fellow
classmate who is one of the original contributors to this project.
Ken Williamson would you please join us on stage.
Closing

Phyl1 is:

As African-Americans have prevailed against tremendous odds In a
society that has attacked our very existence, African-Americans have
prevailed and, yes, even triumphed in the Unity movement to emerge
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as an influential healing presence as we begin the second century of
Unity teachings.
James:

Gary Jones, Dean of Education at Unity School, tells the story of
attending a religious conference of churches in Detroit in the mid
1980s.
He was Introduced to a participant from Reverend Ruth
Mosley’
s church by someone he knew from Unity School.
Both these
individuals were African-Americans.
When he was Introduced as a
Unity minister, the participant said, "I d i d n ’
t know there were white
people in Unity." As human beings we all have a tendency towards
ethnocentrism.

Ken:

The bottom line is we are all workers for God. The sooner we accept,
embrace and yes, even love our diversities, the sooner we can be
about G o d ’
s work.
Song:

Lift Every Voice and Sing

Program Title:

AFRICAN-AMERICANS AND THE UNITY MOVEMENT - A HEALING INFLUENCE

Participants:

Phyllis Crichlow
Jim Lee
James Trapp
Ken Williamson
Joanna Thompson
Unity Southeast Choir
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This service is dedicated to Charles and
Myrtle Fillmore in their vision of Unity. For
the administration and the instructors of
Unity School for Religious Studies who have
taken the vision seriously.
For the M.E.P.
Candidates who have pressed toward the mark of
a high calling. For Martin, Malcolm, Harriet,
Nzinga,
Frederick,
Hatshetsut,
Akhenaton.
Ensa.
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Information gathered as part of a Ministerial
Education Program research project regarding
Unity's policy toward minorities. This infor
mation was compiled in 1992.
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