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THE COMMUNITY OF RECONCILIATION
——Its Challenge to Racism and Denominationalism
in American Society—

{Summary}

Kiyotaka Aoyagi

This is a report of my study of a religious body called “The
Community of Reconciliation” in Pittsburgh. The study has aimed at
examining the interplay between race, class and religion which is an
essential concern of my long term research topic: What constitutes
American ethnicity?

The Community of Reconciliation was organized as the result of a
voluntary incorporation between the Grace Memorjal Presbyterian
Church in a middle class Black community and a white Presbyterian
church called Bellefield Presbyterian Church in the vicinity of the
University of Pittsburgh. Its foundations were laid through the
leadership of Grace Memorial and the deliberate efforts of the
University and City Ministries of Pittsburgh. The Majority of Grace
Memorial Church members joined the Community of Reconciliation, but
the majority of Bellefield members opposed the interracial mingling and
moved to another place in order to maintain their own segregated
church.

About four years alter its inception, the Community of Reconciliation
became ecumenical, supported by five denominations. Besides its
commitment to an interracial and ecumenical church, it has actively
involved itself in social issues such as civil rights and peace move-
ments. In addition to these distinctive features it has become inter-
class in the composition of its members, whose residences are dispersed
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throughout the city.

Amid the majority of prosperous ethnic churches in Pittsburgh the
Community of Reconciliation has been striving to maintain a non-ethnic
character. Its strength as a congregation stems from the willingness
and devotion of its members, in spite of differences in their racial and
denominational backgrounds. But its weakness, as reflected in lopsided
leadership, seems to arise from differences in the social status of its
membership which includes an executive of a big corporation as well
as an unemployed Black. Discords also arise from differences in
cultural traditions in Black and white churches in general.

The leadership problem may be hard to solve since it is inseparable
from soclal status in a wider social context. Apart from that,
successful leadership may depend upon an intricate balance between
the Community's devotion to the Gospel and the degree of its
commitment to social issues. We recall, for instance, that the cause of
the decline of the Protestant mainline churches in the 1960s was the
active involvement of church leaders in social issues. Their excessive
commitments and actions estranged church members. As far as
cultural gaps are concerned, various attempts have been made and
consultations undertaken to ease the situation, but again it may not be
easy to bridge them completely since such gaps may not be able to be
separated from the racial and ethnic separations existing in the wider

social context of Pittsburgh.



