
church of god in christ history
Church of God in Christ history is a rich tapestry woven with threads of faith, perseverance, and
profound spiritual experience. This article delves deep into the origins, growth, and enduring legacy of
one of the largest predominantly Black Pentecostal denominations in the world. We will explore the
pivotal figures, the foundational doctrines, and the socio-historical context that shaped its unique
identity. From its humble beginnings in the late 19th century to its global presence today,
understanding the Church of God in Christ history offers invaluable insight into the evolution of
American religious expression and the resilience of faith in the face of adversity. Prepare to discover
the remarkable journey of a movement that continues to impact millions worldwide.
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The Genesis of the Church of God in Christ: Early
Stirrings

The roots of the Church of God in Christ (COGIC) are firmly planted in the post-Reconstruction South,
a period marked by both burgeoning freedom and persistent racial inequality. The late 19th century
witnessed a spiritual awakening among African Americans, seeking a more direct and experiential
connection with God. This era was characterized by revivals, camp meetings, and a strong emphasis
on the power of the Holy Spirit. Within this fertile ground for spiritual renewal, a movement began to
coalesce, drawing inspiration from biblical teachings and the burgeoning Pentecostal revival sweeping
through America and abroad.

The initial stirrings were not immediately identifiable as a distinct denomination. Rather, they were a
series of interconnected spiritual currents. Preachers and congregations, often independent and
seeking a deeper understanding of the Apostolic faith, began to embrace doctrines that emphasized
the baptism of the Holy Ghost with the evidence of speaking in tongues, sanctification, and divine
healing. These were radical departures from the more staid religious practices of the time and
resonated deeply with a community that had experienced profound suffering and yearned for divine
intervention and empowerment.

Key Figures and Their Contributions to Church of God
in Christ History

The trajectory of the Church of God in Christ history is inextricably linked to the vision, dedication,
and spiritual fortitude of its early leaders. These individuals, often from humble backgrounds,
possessed an unwavering commitment to their faith and a remarkable ability to organize and inspire.
Their leadership laid the groundwork for what would become one of the most significant religious
movements in African American history.



Charles Harrison Mason: The Guiding Light

Charles Harrison Mason (1866-1961) is widely recognized as the Chief Apostle and founding father of
the Church of God in Christ. Born into slavery, Mason’s spiritual journey was profoundly shaped by the
Holiness movement. He was ordained a Baptist minister but became convinced of the necessity of the
baptism of the Holy Ghost as described in the book of Acts. Mason’s quest for spiritual truth led him to
encounter the teachings of Charles Parham and the nascent Azusa Street Revival in Los Angeles. It
was there, in 1907, that he received the baptism of the Holy Ghost with the evidence of speaking in
tongues, a pivotal moment that would define his life's work.

Upon returning to the South, Mason began preaching this new revelation, encountering both fervent
acceptance and strong opposition. He established the Church of God in Christ in 1897, initially as a
holiness movement. However, the formal adoption of the Pentecostal doctrine in 1907 marked a
significant turning point. Mason’s leadership was characterized by his unwavering faith, organizational
acumen, and a deep understanding of the spiritual needs of the African American community. He
traveled extensively, establishing churches and nurturing nascent congregations, facing down
criticism and persecution with remarkable resilience.

J. A. Jeter and W. G. Carr: Early Collaborators

While Charles Harrison Mason is the central figure, the early development of the Church of God in
Christ history also owes a debt of gratitude to other significant individuals. Elder J. A. Jeter and Elder
W. G. Carr were instrumental in the early days, working alongside Mason to spread the Pentecostal
message and establish the organizational framework of the burgeoning movement. Jeter, in
particular, played a crucial role in the legal incorporation of the Church of God in Christ in 1907. Carr
was also a vital force in evangelism and church planting.

These early collaborators provided essential support and shared Mason’s vision for a church rooted in
the power of the Holy Spirit. Their efforts in preaching, teaching, and establishing doctrinal unity were
critical in navigating the early challenges and laying a stable foundation for future growth. Their
contributions highlight the collaborative nature of early religious movements and the importance of
shared commitment to a spiritual vision.

Emerging Leaders and Their Impact

As the Church of God in Christ expanded, a new generation of leaders emerged, building upon the
foundations laid by Mason and his contemporaries. Figures such as Bishop S. P. Jones, Bishop O. T.
Jones, and Bishop J. S. Bailey became prominent figures in the early 20th century, leading significant
organizational advancements and evangelistic campaigns. Their leadership during periods of rapid
growth and geographical expansion was crucial in solidifying the denomination's structure and
extending its reach.

These leaders navigated the complexities of the Great Migration, the Civil Rights Movement, and
evolving social landscapes. They championed the spiritual, social, and economic well-being of their



congregations, often serving as community leaders and advocates. Their impact on the Church of God
in Christ history is evident in the denomination’s enduring commitment to social justice and
community empowerment, a legacy that continues to this day.

Foundational Doctrines and the Pentecostal Experience

The unique theological identity of the Church of God in Christ is deeply rooted in the Pentecostal
experience, emphasizing a dynamic and transformative relationship with God. These doctrines
distinguish the denomination and have been central to its appeal and growth. Understanding these
tenets provides crucial insight into the spiritual ethos of the Church of God in Christ history.

The Baptism of the Holy Ghost

At the heart of COGIC doctrine is the belief in the baptism of the Holy Ghost, understood as a distinct,
empowering experience subsequent to salvation. Drawing heavily from the biblical account in Acts
chapter 2, proponents believe that the initial evidence of this baptism is speaking in other tongues as
the Spirit gives utterance. This is not merely a theological concept but a lived, experiential reality that
believers seek and often testify to receiving.

This doctrine signifies a spiritual empowerment for service, witness, and personal holiness. It is seen
as a divine endowment that equips believers for the challenges of Christian life and ministry. The
emphasis on the active presence and operation of the Holy Spirit in the lives of believers is a defining
characteristic of the Church of God in Christ.

Sanctification and Holiness

Alongside the baptism of the Holy Ghost, the doctrine of sanctification is a cornerstone of COGIC
theology. Sanctification is understood as the process by which believers are made holy, set apart for
God’s use. This is not a one-time event but a continuous journey of spiritual growth and
transformation, empowered by the Holy Spirit.

The emphasis on holiness extends to a lifestyle that reflects God’s character. This often translates
into a commitment to moral purity, ethical conduct, and a separation from worldly practices deemed
contrary to biblical teachings. This pursuit of holiness is a central tenet that has guided the lives and
practices of Church of God in Christ members throughout its history.

Divine Healing

Another significant doctrine embraced by the Church of God in Christ is divine healing. The belief is
that through faith and prayer, God can and does heal the sick. This conviction is based on scriptural
passages that describe Jesus’ healing ministry and the promises of healing available through the Holy



Spirit. Many members testify to miraculous healings experienced through prayer and the laying on of
hands.

Divine healing is viewed not as a replacement for medical care but as an additional spiritual resource
available to believers. It underscores a profound trust in God’s power to intervene in physical
afflictions, reflecting a holistic approach to spiritual and physical well-being within the denomination.

The Great Migration and the Growth of the Church of
God in Christ

The period of the Great Migration, roughly from the 1910s to the 1970s, had a profound and
transformative impact on the Church of God in Christ history. As millions of African Americans moved
from the rural South to urban centers in the North, Midwest, and West, they carried their faith and
their churches with them. This mass exodus provided a fertile ground for the denomination's
exponential growth and diversification.

The existing congregations in Southern cities like Memphis, Jackson, and Little Rock served as anchors
for migrating families. New congregations quickly sprang up in northern cities such as Chicago,
Detroit, New York, and Philadelphia, following the demographic shifts. These urban churches became
vital community hubs, offering spiritual solace, social support, and a sense of belonging in unfamiliar
and often challenging environments.

Urban Expansion and Community Building

The establishment of churches in urban centers was more than just a replication of rural models.
COGIC congregations in cities often became centers for community organizing, economic
development, and social upliftment. They provided a safe space, educational opportunities, and a
platform for addressing the systemic issues faced by African Americans in urban settings.

The organizational structure of the Church of God in Christ, with its emphasis on itinerant ministry and
the establishment of local assemblies, proved remarkably adaptable to the needs of migrating
populations. Bishops and evangelists played a crucial role in coordinating efforts, establishing new
churches, and ensuring that the spiritual needs of these mobile communities were met. This period
solidified COGIC’s presence in major urban areas, significantly increasing its membership and
influence.

The Role of the Church in Social Upliftment

Throughout its history, the Church of God in Christ has been deeply involved in social upliftment.
During the Great Migration and beyond, COGIC churches were often at the forefront of advocating for
civil rights and improving the living conditions of their members. They provided essential services,
from food and housing assistance to job training and educational programs.



The denomination's commitment to social justice is a direct outgrowth of its theological
underpinnings, particularly its emphasis on holiness and the empowerment of the marginalized. The
spiritual transformation sought in its services was intrinsically linked to a desire for social and
economic transformation in the lives of its adherents. This dual focus on spiritual and social well-being
has been a hallmark of the Church of God in Christ’s enduring legacy.

Organizational Development and Governance

The success and longevity of the Church of God in Christ history can be attributed, in part, to its
robust organizational structure and governance. From its early days, there was a conscious effort to
create a unified and cohesive body that could effectively carry out its mission and provide spiritual
oversight to its growing membership.

Establishing a Unified Structure

Following its founding, the Church of God in Christ underwent significant organizational development.
The early days were characterized by a more congregational approach, but as the movement
expanded, the need for a more centralized structure became apparent. The incorporation in 1907 was
a critical step, providing legal recognition and a framework for governance.

Over time, the denomination evolved into a hierarchical system with bishops presiding over regional
jurisdictions. This structure allowed for more effective administration, doctrinal consistency, and the
mobilization of resources. The establishment of the General Assembly and other governing bodies
provided a forum for decision-making, policy setting, and the overall direction of the church.

The National Conventions and Leadership

National conventions have been a pivotal element in the Church of God in Christ history, serving as
crucial gatherings for worship, fellowship, and decision-making. These large-scale events allowed
bishops, ministers, and lay members from across the nation to convene, share insights, and elect
national leadership. The election of the Presiding Bishop has always been a significant event, shaping
the direction of the denomination for years to come.

The conventions also served as powerful platforms for evangelistic preaching, vibrant music ministry,
and the dissemination of doctrinal teaching. They fostered a sense of unity and collective purpose,
reinforcing the shared identity and mission of the Church of God in Christ. The tradition of these
gatherings continues to be a vital aspect of the denomination's organizational life.

Significant Milestones and Denominational Evolution



The Church of God in Christ history is marked by a series of significant milestones that reflect its
dynamic evolution and enduring impact. These developments showcase the denomination’s
resilience, adaptability, and growing influence within the broader religious and social landscape.

Early Legal Battles and Recognition

In its formative years, the Church of God in Christ, like many emerging religious groups, faced legal
challenges and scrutiny. The distinct theological beliefs and practices, particularly the emphasis on
the baptism of the Holy Ghost and speaking in tongues, sometimes led to misunderstandings and
opposition from established religious and civic authorities. The legal incorporation in 1907 was a
crucial step in establishing its legitimacy and protecting its rights.

Navigating these early legal hurdles required strong leadership and a clear articulation of the
denomination’s identity. Successfully overcoming these challenges allowed the Church of God in
Christ to solidify its legal standing and continue its expansion without undue impediment.

Expansion into New Territories

Beyond its significant growth within the United States, the Church of God in Christ has also achieved
remarkable expansion into international territories. Beginning in the mid-20th century, and
accelerating in recent decades, COGIC missions have been established in numerous countries across
Africa, Europe, Asia, and the Caribbean.

This global outreach reflects the denomination’s commitment to sharing its message of hope and
spiritual empowerment worldwide. The establishment of churches and leadership structures in diverse
cultural contexts demonstrates the adaptability and universal appeal of its Pentecostal message. This
international presence has transformed the Church of God in Christ into a truly global religious force.

The Role of Music and Worship

Music and worship have always been central to the experience and identity of the Church of God in
Christ. The denomination is renowned for its vibrant, soul-stirring worship services, characterized by
energetic preaching, heartfelt prayer, and powerful gospel music. This tradition has significantly
influenced American gospel music.

The lively and expressive nature of COGIC worship, with its call-and-response patterns, rhythmic
singing, and the use of musical instruments, fosters a deeply communal and spiritually engaging
atmosphere. Many iconic gospel artists and musicians have roots in or have been deeply influenced
by the Church of God in Christ, further amplifying its cultural impact. The powerful vocalizations and
emotional depth of COGIC worship remain a hallmark of its spiritual expression.

The Church of God in Christ history is a testament to the enduring power of faith, community, and the
transformative presence of the Holy Spirit. From its humble beginnings in the late 19th century to its



status as a global Pentecostal powerhouse, the denomination has consistently demonstrated
resilience, adaptability, and a profound commitment to its spiritual mission. Its influence continues to
shape the religious, cultural, and social landscape for millions worldwide.

Frequently Asked Questions

What were the key foundational events and figures in the
early history of the Church of God in Christ (COGIC)?
The Church of God in Christ traces its origins to a holiness movement revival in Jackson, Mississippi, in
the late 19th century, primarily led by Charles Price Jones and Charles Harrison Mason. A significant
early event was their expulsion from the Baptist denomination, leading them to establish the Church
of God in Christ in 1897, emphasizing holiness and the baptism of the Holy Ghost with speaking in
tongues as initial evidence.

How did COGIC's emphasis on the Holy Ghost and spiritual
gifts shape its early growth and identity?
The core belief in the baptism of the Holy Ghost, often accompanied by the manifestation of spiritual
gifts like speaking in tongues, healing, and prophecy, was central to COGIC's identity and rapid
growth. This focus on direct spiritual experience resonated deeply with African Americans seeking
spiritual empowerment and a more direct connection with God during a period of significant social
and racial oppression.

What role did Bishop Charles Harrison Mason play in the
development and expansion of COGIC?
Bishop Charles Harrison Mason is widely regarded as the principal founder and spiritual father of the
Church of God in Christ. He was instrumental in establishing the denomination's organizational
structure, theological doctrines, and a strong emphasis on evangelism and missions. His leadership
guided COGIC through its formative years, fostering its growth across the United States and
eventually internationally.

How did the Great Migration influence the spread and
development of COGIC?
The Great Migration, the mass movement of African Americans from the rural South to Northern and
Western cities, played a crucial role in COGIC's expansion. As congregants moved to new urban
centers in search of economic opportunities, they established new COGIC churches, transplanting the
denomination's vibrant worship style and community support networks to new regions.

What challenges did COGIC face in its early history, and how
did it overcome them?
COGIC encountered numerous challenges, including internal doctrinal disputes, resistance from



established religious institutions, and the pervasive racism and discrimination faced by African
Americans. They overcame these by maintaining a strong emphasis on spiritual conviction, fostering a
resilient community spirit, and through dedicated leadership that prioritized evangelism and church
planting.

How has COGIC's commitment to social justice and community
service been a consistent theme throughout its history?
From its inception, COGIC has been deeply rooted in the social realities of the African American
community. Its history is marked by a consistent commitment to social justice, advocating for civil
rights, and providing essential community services such as education, housing, and aid to the poor.
This holistic approach to ministry, addressing both spiritual and material needs, has been a hallmark
of the denomination.

What are some of the significant historical milestones or
achievements of COGIC in the 20th and 21st centuries?
Significant milestones include the establishment of a formal episcopal structure, the founding of the
Women's Department, the development of educational institutions like the Charles Harrison Mason
Theological Seminary, and its growth into one of the largest Pentecostal denominations globally. In
recent times, COGIC has continued to be a powerful voice in social justice movements and has
expanded its international reach.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to Church of God in Christ history, each starting with "" and followed by
a short description:

1. The History of the Church of God in Christ
This seminal work meticulously chronicles the founding and early development of the Church of God
in Christ (COGIC). It details the significant figures, pivotal moments, and theological underpinnings
that shaped this influential Pentecostal denomination. Readers will gain a comprehensive
understanding of COGIC's spiritual roots and its journey to becoming a global faith community.

2. Women of the Spirit: Pioneers of the Church of God in Christ
This book shines a spotlight on the vital contributions of women within the early COGIC movement. It
explores the powerful ministries, leadership roles, and spiritual insights of women who were
instrumental in evangelism, education, and community building. The text highlights their resilience
and unwavering faith in the face of societal challenges.

3. The Legacy of Charles Harrison Mason
Focusing on the life and ministry of COGIC's founder, this biography offers deep insights into Bishop
Charles Harrison Mason's spiritual journey. It examines his pivotal role in the Azusa Street Revival and
his unwavering commitment to establishing a distinct Pentecostal fellowship. The book elucidates
Mason's theological vision and his enduring impact on African American Pentecostalism.

4. Theological Currents in the Church of God in Christ
This scholarly exploration delves into the key theological doctrines and practices that define the



Church of God in Christ. It analyzes the biblical foundations and historical influences that shaped
COGIC's Pentecostal emphasis, including sanctification, divine healing, and the charismatic gifts. The
book provides a nuanced understanding of the denomination's doctrinal framework.

5. COGIC in the Civil Rights Era
This historical account examines the significant involvement of the Church of God in Christ during the
American Civil Rights Movement. It highlights the denomination's role in advocating for social justice,
empowering communities, and fostering activism through its pulpits and congregations. The book
illustrates how COGIC provided spiritual and practical support for the struggle for equality.

6. The Growth and Expansion of the Church of God in Christ
This title traces the geographical and numerical growth of COGIC from its humble beginnings to its
status as one of the largest Pentecostal denominations worldwide. It explores the strategies and
spiritual fervor that fueled its expansion, both domestically and internationally. The book details how
COGIC established ministries and missions across diverse cultures.

7. The Sounds of Holiness: Music in the Church of God in Christ
This book investigates the profound and influential role of music within the Church of God in Christ. It
explores the evolution of COGIC's sacred music, from traditional hymns to the vibrant gospel sounds
that characterize its worship. The text examines the spiritual significance of music in conveying
theological messages and fostering communal worship experiences.

8. Leadership and Governance in the Church of God in Christ
This work analyzes the organizational structure, leadership styles, and governance principles that
have guided the Church of God in Christ throughout its history. It discusses the hierarchical system,
the roles of bishops and pastors, and the decision-making processes that have maintained unity and
direction. The book provides an overview of COGIC's enduring institutional framework.

9. The Church of God in Christ and the African American Experience
This comprehensive study situates the Church of God in Christ within the broader context of the
African American experience in the United States. It examines how COGIC has served as a sanctuary,
a source of empowerment, and a cultural force for Black communities. The book explores the
intertwined histories of the denomination and the African American journey.
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