Resistance
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Diane Gaines, executive director of WORC, helps women who have been incarcerated get back on their feet. Gaines
visited the African American Museum of Nassau County on Aug. 27 to accept a $55,000 grant from the Nassau County
District Attorney’s Office. (Rashed Mian/Long Island Press)
Gaines, who had been raised Catholic, discovered the African Methodist Episcopal church two decades ago. She made the switch after a professional mentor
suggested she attend a service at Mt. Olive AME church in Port Washington—and she’s been hooked ever since.
The AME church has been in existence for more than two centuries, quietly going about its business spreading the Gospel worldwide and helping improve the
communities its members call home. The first AME church was founded by a free slave in Philadelphia shortly after the official end of the American Revolution.
The church’s congregation now numbers three million people—spanning 39 countries on five continents.
Suddenly the church’s bucolic lifestyle was interrupted on June 20 when bullets violently began flying inside Mother Emanuel AME Church in Charleston, S.C., the
oldest AME church in the South (http://www.nps.gov/nr/travel/charleston/ema.htm), during Bible study. When the alleged gunman finally ended the carnage, nine
lives had been lost, with the church’s venerable pastor among the dead.
Dylann Storm Roof’s motives were made clear by his venomous justification for the rampage.
“You are raping our women and taking over the country,” Roof reportedly told one of his victims inside the historic church during the slayings. On Sept. 3,
prosecutors in Charleston announced they’d be seeking the death penalty.
A supposed manifesto reportedly posted on a website registered by Roof last February paints a disturbing portrait of a man painfully uncomfortable living in an
America where the KKK has largely become irrelevant and hatefueled attacks by other disciples are, in his view, too infrequent.
“I have no choice,” it reads, according to The New York Times (http://www.nytimes.com/2015/06/21/us/dylannstormroofphotoswebsitecharlestonchurch
shooting.html). “I am not in the position to, alone, go into the ghetto and fight. I chose Charleston because it is most historic city in my state, and at one time had
the highest ratio of blacks to Whites (sic) in the country. We have no skinheads, no real KKK, no one doing anything but talking on the internet. Well someone has
to have the bravery to take it to the real world, and I guess that has to be me.”
Fueled by racism, Roof allegedly slaughtered nine Godloving people after an hour of Bible study—a common event held every Wednesday at each AME church
in the country.
AME members of Long Island were just leaving Bible studies of their own when news of the bloodshed began to surface.
“I felt violated,” 64yearold Anita Scott says inside Bethel AME Church in Freeport. Scott was raised in the AME and has family in South Carolina.
“This is my home,” she says on a quiet summer day inside Bethel. “I felt like someone had come in there and raped us…I just wonder: How can someone raise
their child to hate?”
The mass murder sent a shockwave across LI, which is home to 14 AME churches—seven each in Nassau and Suffolk counties, including Bethel Copiague,
where congregants will celebrate its 200th anniversary this month. LI is also home to St. David AME Zion church in Sag Harbor, a defunct AME church built in
1840 that is rumored to have been a stop on the Underground Railroad and housed a trapdoor that once hide slaves. Its pastor at the time was also a noted
abolitionist, according to historians.
The AME church has always been a symbol of black resistance, says Rev. Craig Robinson, pastor of AME Bethel Church in Bay Shore. Therefore, it’s not out of
the question that one of its churches would be used to hide blacks from their slave masters. (The existence of the Underground Railroad on LI
(http://www.longislandpress.com/2014/02/04/slaveryandsalvationlisundergroundrailroad/) has been the subject of much debate.)

The murderous rampage on a summer evening in Charleston evoked visceral reactions and brought back memories of the church’s birth in the late 1780s (the
exact date is unknown), when white Methodists insisted that blacks move to the back of St. George’s Methodist Church in Philadelphia. But it was Richard Allen’s
act of defiance at the end of the 18th century that laid the groundwork for the eventual formation of the AME church. Allen, a revered black preacher and member
of St. George’s, decided to lead a walkout, a pivotal moment in the history of black resistance.
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Richard Allen founded the first AME Church in
Philadelphia after he was told he could no longer
worship at St. George’s Methodist Church. He is also
considered one of America’s first black activists.
Ever since Richard Allen preached his religious views to a new congregation, the AME has been at the forefront in the fight for equality. Allen, a former
Pennsylvania slave, had already earned his freedom. He had become a roving Methodist preacher, touring southern states, creating a burgeoning following, and
inspiring destitute slaves and free blacks alike.
Regarded as one of the country’s first black activists, Allen refused to live a compliant life. He saw the church—an independent black church, more accurately—as
a place of refuge and a spiritual haven, where blacks could pray freely and speak openly, without resentful stares from white Methodists.
“The existence of the African Methodist Episcopal Church is a glaring example of black resistance to racism, to oppression,” says Robinson.
The mass murder of the “Emanuel 9” at the hands of a man allegedly motivated by his hatred toward blacks spawned yet another national conversation about
America’s deepseated racism. During his eulogy (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rRvBzzR5tdA) of Rev. Clementa Pinckney, the Mother Emanuel pastor and
South Carolina state senator killed in the rampage, President Obama referenced the Confederate flag, revered by many in the South as a symbol of their heritage.
“Removing the flag from this state’s capitol would not be an act of political correctness; it would not be an insult to the valor of Confederate soldiers,” Obama told a
packed audience in Charleston (https://www.whitehouse.gov/thepressoffice/2015/06/26/remarkspresidenteulogyhonorablereverendclementapinckney) on
June 26, six days after the shooting. “It would simply be an acknowledgment that the cause for which they fought—the cause of slavery—was wrong, the
imposition of Jim Crow after the Civil War, the resistance to civil rights for all people, was wrong. It would be one step in an honest accounting of America’s history;
a modest but meaningful balm for so many unhealed wounds.”
The shooting did more than just cause blood to spill, tears to cascade for days, and stir emotional debates on race, guns, and, most passionately, the Confederate
flag. The tragedy also served as a reminder of the AME church’s vital role as a champion of black rights and as a leader in the community.
AME congregations nationwide form a tightknit community made up of deeply devout parishioners who make it their mission to use the church to improve the
lives of people in their respective neighborhoods. For decades, generations of AME members have seen racism firsthand. Mother Emanuel itself had to be rebuilt
after it was burned to the ground in the 1830s amid controversy over a foiled slave revolt instigated by Denmark Vesey, one of the church’s cofounders.

“At the heart of Allen’s moral vision was an evangelical religion—Methodism—that
promised equality to all believers in Christ,” writes Richard M. Newman in Freedom’s
Prophet (http://nyupress.org/books/9780814758571/), recognized by some as the
definitive biography on Allen’s life. “Indeed, one of Allen’s best claims to equal founding
status was his attempt to merge faith and racial politics in the young republic.”
Visit an AME church on any Sunday and you’ll typically find a motivated congregation that utilizes Scripture and sermons as tools to better their neighborhoods.
Many AME churches operate food pantries, youth groups, a women’s missionary society, health programs, Alcoholics Anonymous, and a bevy of other vital social
programs. Those with larger congregations may offer more expansive services; sometimes they collaborate.
“We’re not insulated; we’re not boxed in,” says Rev. Stephen Lewis, pastor of Bethel AME Church in Freeport. “We’re bold enough to go outside and invite
people.”

The AME church is constantly looking outward, says Margaret Davis, first lady of Bethel AME church in Babylon.
The AME church is “like the fueling station where you get the gasoline that you need,” says Davis. “Get pumped and go on out there and make the cycles and
change lives.”

Voice of the Voiceless
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Rev. Lisa Williamson, the pastor of Mt. Olive AME Church in Port Washington, with parishioner Edith Hall holding a
framed photo of the nine people killed at Mother Emanuel AME Church in South Carolina in June. (Rashed Mian/Long
Island Press)
The pastors who lead congregations on Long Island have traveled very different paths to get where they are now, but they all share common goals.
Rev. Lewis, the pastor at Bethel AME Church in Freeport, arrived from northern Pennsylvania. Rev. Keith Hayward, originally from Bermuda, has been the pastor
of Bethel AME in Copiague for the last three years. Prior to his arrival, he also pastored a church in Pennsylvania. Rev. Dr. Lisa Williamson of Mt. Olive AME in
Port Washington previously served at Trinity AME in Smithtown. Born in Venezuela, she’s grown fond of her small church on a quiet, idyllic treelined street in Port
Washington.
Rev. Craig Robinson, 29, arrived in Bay Shore last year. The sprawling South Shore hamlet feels very much like his hometown of Ferguson, Mo., Robinson says,
adjusting his tall, burly frame as he relaxes in the front pew inside Bethel AME Church in Bay Shore.
The unassuming church sits adjacent to the Long Island Rail Road tracks and is less than a block from bustling 2nd Avenue. With its vaulted ceilings and
ubiquitous stained glass windows, the unpretentious 150yearold AME house of worship evokes its humble beginnings. The ground beneath it trembles as trains
shriek east and west, an omnipresent ratatat often adds to the soundtrack of Robinson’s Sunday sermons.
After entering the church and getting a sense of his surrounding, Robinson called his mom back home in Ferguson and reported the eerie similarities between Bay
Shore and his hometown: large groups of people struggling to get by, dilapidated cookiecutter houses dotting the neighborhood, families scrounging for food. But
like Ferguson, Bay Shore has its wealthy parts, mostly waterfront properties boasting dazzling views of the Great South Bay.
Ferguson, a St. Louis suburb, was the site of intense protests following the police shooting death of Michael Brown in August 2014. Robinson eventually moved to
St. Louis, where he attended St. James AME Church. He was only 17 when he first began preaching.
In June 2014, an AME bishop appointed Robinson as the pastor of Bethel AME Church in Bay Shore. In order to be ordained, a prospective AME pastor is
required to earn a master’s degree in divinity. Pastors are then appointed by bishops for oneyear terms and are either reinstated or reassigned to a different AME
church, perhaps in another state. Pastors never know if they’ll lead a church for more than a year.
As with anyone coming into a new neighborhood, the pastors try to ascertain the makeup of the community and the issues people face. Robinson realized quickly
that the church’s food pantry helped shine a light on families stricken by poverty.
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A black ribbon hangs outside Mt. Olive AME Church in Port
Washington in remembrance of the nine people slain
during Bible study in South Carolina.
The issues facing other communities are not much different.
When Williamson arrived in Port Washington she realized there was an affordable housing problem. The pulpit provides Williamson with a powerful megaphone
that allows her voice to be heard, but it’s her ability to go outside the church and speak with community leaders and public officials that helps bring issues out of
the darkness and into the sunlight.
“Every good preacher should have a Bible in one hand and a newspaper in the other hand,” Williamson says.
When a member of the Port Washington Police Department unfurled a Confederate flag outside his house on the Fourth of July holiday, Williamson invited
members of the community and the police commissioner to the church for a frank discussion on the flag’s presence in their neighborhood, which attracted a small
but passionate group.
“A lot of the people went to school with him,” Mt. Olive AME member Edith Hall tells the Press. “They felt really hurt because they knew this officer.”
“I don’t think they fully understand what that flag represents and that’s something we did at that meeting,” adds Williamson. “One young woman gave the history
[of the Confederate flag], and through the history she explained why when we see it, all these emotions come up
(http://www.longislandpress.com/2015/07/11/blackusarmyvetrecallsracismcheersconfederateflagsremoval/). If I see a Confederate flag my impression is
you do not care for me as an African American.”
Among her duties, Williamson says, is establishing a working relationship with the Port Washington Police Department, which is headquartered less than a mile
south of Mt. Olive.
“As a pastor, we know you have to establish a relationship with law enforcement, unfortunately because of the history,” Williamson tells the Press.

“Social justice, community activism,” she adds, “that’s what we were borne out of. And
with the climate in the country now, we’re even getting ready to do it on a much larger
scale.”
Long Island has a long history of racial tension. One of the largest KKK rallies outside the South took place in Nassau in 1922, according to The New York Times.
Two years later, some 30,000 spectators watched 2,000 robed Klansmen parade through Freeport. Those unresolved issues linger on today.
A report (http://www.eraseracismny.org/storage/documents/ERASE_Racism_2015_Education_Equity_Report_final_web.pdf) published by the Syossetbased
nonprofit ERASE Racism (http://www.eraseracismny.org/) in January found that LI remains one of the most segregated regions in the country, with “segregation
between blacks and whites remaining extremely high and segregation between Latinos, Asians and whites increasing.” The same report also noted that only 3
percent of black students and 5 percent of Latino students have access to the highest performing schools in Nassau and Suffolk counties, compared to 28 percent
of whites and 30 percent of Asian students.

There’s also the ongoing issue of affordable housing. Last year, the US Department of Justice filed a lawsuit (http://www.longislandpress.com/2014/04/11/oyster
baytowndiscriminatesagainstblacksfedsallegeinsuit/) against the Town of Oyster Bay, alleging that it violated the Fair Housing Act by giving preference to
residents of the town, which is majority white. That same summer a Mineola landlord agreed to a $165,000 settlement
(http://www.longislandpress.com/2014/06/17/mineolalandlordsettlesdiscriminationlawsuitfor165k/) in a case in which he was accused of discriminating against
blacks. Two nonprofits, including ERASE Racism, sent both black and white “testers” to the complex and had them inquire about vacancies. The black tester was
told there were no rooms available, yet four hours later the white tester was shown an available onebedroom apartment.
AME pastors relish the opportunity to be more than just religious leaders confined within the walls of their church.
“I came with this mindset: I was not sent to just pastor Bethel church, I was sent to pastor this community,” says Hayward, who was assigned to Bethel AME in
Copiague in January 2012.
Pastors like Hayward say they’re following the path forged by Allen more than two centuries ago.
“If there’s legislation in this community that is not for the holistic healing and development of people, you will hear my voice,” Hayward says recently from across a
large brown desk inside his spacious office at Bethel AME in Copiague. “If the school district is not providing our children the holistic education and the procedures
and protocols are not correct, they will hear my voice.”

‘To Strengthen Those Things That Remain’
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Rev. Keith Hayward outside historic Bethel AME Church in Copiague. The church will be celebrating its 200th anniversary
this month. (Rashed Mian/Long Island Press)
Celebrating its 200th anniversary this month, Hayward’s church does everything from holding toy giveaways and fundraisers to hosting Alcoholics and Narcotics
Anonymous meetings on Wednesdays, running a weekly GED program in partnership with SUNY Farmingdale, and a twohour seminar about diabetes every
Tuesday for six weeks in the fall. And that’s not all.
Hayward is especially proud of the “Fatherhood Initiative,” which he instituted upon his arrival in Copiague. The sixweek program reconnects troubled fathers with
their children following a protracted separation, perhaps due to incarceration or a frayed relationship, whatever the reason. The results have been “phenomenal,”
so far, Hayward says with pride.
“Some of the men have been back here on a Sunday morning and have had their children with them,” he says. “Even the mothers of the children are more
appreciative of the fact that the fathers are more engaged in their children’s lives.”
Hayward always keeps his ear to the ground. The pastor recently learned of an illiterate 9yearold boy.
“That was grievous to me,” he says, struggling to hide his displeasure. Hayward immediately set a goal to have the child reading before classes resumed this fall.
The child had slipped through the cracks because of troubles at home, but the church stepped in to fill the void that the school district had been unable to.
“He’s not at the point where we can’t reach him,” Hayward says.

Hayward could very well be the unofficial mayor of Copiague, and Bethel AME its city hall. His influence is everywhere: the county legislature, judicial system,
police, school districts, neighboring businesses (Toys ‘R’ US donates to the church). Bethel AME now has 325 congregants, up from about 100 before Hayward
was appointed pastor. Bible study attracts on average 110 people each week.
Hayward’s church was initially founded in Amityville in the 19th century but has since moved to neighboring Copiague. The church still owns its original property on
Albany Avenue as well as an adjacent cemetery, where the last burial took place in 1897, he says. These days the parcel where the original church once sat is
vacant but the community takes advantage of the open space for recreational activities.
There’s a piece of Scripture in the Book of Revelations that Hayward lives by: “To strengthen those things that remain.” In Hayward’s case, it’d be the community
that he’s hoping to uplift.
“I base my ministry on that one Scripture,” he says.
It’s social outreach projects like these that are happening all the time at AME churches across the Island.
At Bethel AME in Freeport, Lewis speaks proudly of “Joshua Generation,” a program designed to reach young people in the community. More than 50 youngsters
visit the church on Friday nights, he says, “because, really, they have nowhere else to go.”
Instead of roaming the neighborhood, they take part in physical and educational activities, participate in Bible study, and, if someone in the community has been
generous with donations, travel to sporting events in the area.
“We keep them involved,” Lewis says.
AME’s faithful take pride in the work they do outside the church.
Diane Gaines was able to reestablish WORC in 2010, using her savings to pay for rent in Hempstead and reaching out to members of the church and public
officials for support. She was able to secure thousands of dollars in funding from the AME church through a Women’s Missionary Society program dubbed “Project
Possible.”
Several years ago, thenNassau County District Attorney Kathleen Rice provided WORC, which was renamed The Woman’s Opportunity Rehabilitation Center,
with a $20,000 grant from the office’s asset forfeiture fund—money seized during investigations. That number jumped to $50,000 last year, Gaines says in her
fourth floor office along Franklin Avenue in Hempstead.
Gaines is sitting in her wheelchair, her phone constantly ringing and the sound of students and volunteers scurrying in and out. It’s a busy Thursday morning in
late August at WORC. The small group of volunteers is hastily preparing for an event at the African American Museum of Nassau County
(http://www.longislandpress.com/2014/01/19/rhythmrootsnassausafricanamericanmuseumbringshistorytolife/), the only such museum in the Northeast,
where acting Nassau County District Attorney Madeline Singas will be on hand to award WORC a $55,000 grant.
Gaines wheels her way through the museum across the street and gazes at the crowd. The room is lined with enlarged U.S. Postal Service stamps of prominent
blacks. There’s one of Martin Luther King Jr., Malcolm X, Ella Fitzgerald and Rosa Parks. Judging by the celebritylike reaction she inspires from friends and
admirers, Gaines could one day bless that very same wall.
“Anyone who meets Diane can’t help but be impressed by just her enthusiasm and her advocacy and her passion and commitment to women,” Singas tells the
crowd of about 30 people. “It’s contagious.”
The DA’s office is in the unique position of trying to help the very people it’s supposed to prosecute—that is, coordinating with the criminal justice system to provide
alternatives to incarceration to women charged with lowlevel offenses.
“We think of our office as a place where we can be sort of proactive,” Singas tells the Press. “We put a lot of our money into crime prevention, so a lot of these
programs with women and younger offenders and young children—they have to pay their debt to society but at the same time they don’t have to wear this as a
stigma for the rest of their lives.”
Aside from helping women who previously have been incarcerated, WORC often takes in women—with the help of the DA’s office and Nassau County judges—as
an alternative to incarceration.
“I’ve seen lives changed,” Joyce Lewis, an AME member and WORC volunteer, tells the Press.
Students who previously looked lost now “have a shimmer of hope,” she says, adding: “Selfishly I would like to see fast growth, but I’ve seen seeds planted, I’ve
seen hope, and I’ve seen the chance for a change.”
“I know this is the work that God called me to do,” Lewis beams.
Much of the credit goes to Gaines, WORC volunteers and former students say.
“My life has changed dramatically because of the WORC program,” says Victoria Roberts, who graduated WORC after a 13year battle with drugs and now works
as Nassau County’s Reentry Coordinator, which helps individuals get back on their feet after state incarceration.
At one point, Roberts was homeless, out of work, and lost her two kids to foster care. She’s fought tirelessly since. She turned her life around, got her children
back, has a home.
“I owe it all to Ms. Gaines,” she says of her success. “She [has] three daughters but she has a multitude of daughters. There are many women who can stand up
here and tell stories similar to mine and we owe it all to Ms. Gaines.”
When Wendy Priester first met Gaines she was a mess, battling anger issues. After one day at WORC she told Gaines not to expect her back. She ended up
returning the next day.
Gaines helped her find a parttime job, she tells the audience, tears streaming down her cheeks. Finally, everything started falling into place.
“I’m about to buy my first house,” she says, the room erupting in applause.
With tears surging and her voice cracking, Priester turns toward Gaines and leans in for a hug.
About a dozen AME members are in attendance, many of whom are WORC volunteers.

Gaines asks them to stand up to be recognized for their work.
She then asks a man named Johnny to sing one of her favorite songs. He doesn’t hesitate.

“I won’t complain,” he sings, as his voice begins to soar. “Sometimes the clouds hang
low. I’ve asked the Lord why so much pain. He knows what’s best for me. These weary
eyes, they can’t see, so I’ll say, Thank you, Lord! Thank you, Lord! I won’t complain.”
It’s easy to understand why Gaines chose that song.
“She’s such an inspiration,” says Jacqueline Watkins, 72, of Amityville, another AME member. “I’ve never heard her complain. Always positive. I lost my husband
just about three years ago; she was always encouraging to me.”
Gaines, who is affectionately known as “Ms. Gaines,” credits her faith and the AME church.
“I just believed that this was a mission from God,” she says, back inside WORC’s Hempstead office. “That God wanted me to do this.”
“I would not have reestablished the WORC program without my faith,” Gaines says, reflecting on that lifechanging Sunday at Bethel AME in Babylon.
“It’s my faith that keeps me going now.”
It’s that faith AME members turned to on the night of June 20.

Faith and Politics
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Rev. Craig Robinson considers slavery America’s original “birth defect.” Robinson, the pastor of Bethel AME Church in Bay
Shore, grew up in Ferguson, Missouri, the cite of often intense protests following the police shooting death of Michael
Brown. (Rashed Mian/Long Island Press)
The Sunday following the Charleston slayings, Rev. Robinson stood at the pulpit with a heavy heart and raised a litany of questions swirling through the minds of
millions of members worldwide:
“Why did it happen?”
“Why that church?”
“Why such violence?”
“Why such hate?”
“Why?”
To find the answers, Robinson says that all one has to do is peer into America’s past.
“For what we have witnessed in the massacre at Mother Emanuel is in my estimation history’s chickens coming home to roost,” he told his congregants.
“We have seen this before in the treatment of slaves on Southern plantations,” he added. “We have seen this before in the bodies that were lynched and mutilated
and burned from America’s inception up into the early parts of the 20th century. We have seen this before in the removal of Africans from their motherland, in the
removal of Native Americans from their ancestral land, by force if necessary… We have seen all of this before.”
Robinson was conducting Bible study the evening bullets rang out inside Mother Emanuel.
One glance at his phone afterward prompted a whirlwind of emotions: first confusion and disbelief followed by extreme anguish.
As he absorbed all that had transpired that evening, Robinson couldn’t help but recognize the feeling that was sinking in.

