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FOREWORD 

The Chaplain Corps of the U.S. Navy has never peen a static organization, but 
a constantly changing and growing one. In regard to the presence of Black chaplains 
in the Corps, change has come about partly as a result of sociological struggle, and 
partly because of increased understanding and cooperation on the part of individual 
chaplains. 

Growth has occurred, as in a spirit of brotherly love and professional states
manship Black chaplains have been well received into partnership in ministry. 
Whereas the first Black chaplains, James Russell Brown and Thomas David Par
ham, Jr., reported to active duty in 1944, at this time there are forty-seven Black 
chaplains on active duty, and the number is rapidly increasing. 

It seems quite appropriate that the first Black officer to attain the rank of captain 
in the U.S. Navy, T. D. Parham, Jr., should be a member of the Chaplain Corps. 

December, 1980 
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Moth·ation and Encouragement. The entire life of James Russell Brown has been 
lived in the atmosphere of the church. The African Methodist Episcopal Church 
community in which he was reared emphasized conversion, dedication, and scholar
ship. His mother and grandmother were active in church. His paternal grandfather 
and great uncle were pastors. This stable environment during his early years was to 
direct him unerringly in his own ministry. 

There was little inclination toward the Navy on the part of Black pastors in the 
early years of World War II. The Black minister in the forties was oriented almost 
exclusively toward the Black community, as much from racial exclusivism as by 
choice. In 1943-44, however, forces were set in motion which would initiate a 
greater consciousness of racial equality. 

Movement in this direction was begun, not so much by a stirring of righteousness 
in the hearts of White America, as by the emergency need for manpower in the war 
effort. As Chaplain Brown recalled, "They were taking Blacks in [the Navy] like 
it was Saturday night!" Even so, the Blacks were placed mostly in the steward rating 
or as stevedores on naval docks. Although upward mobility was slow, a beginning 
was made, and a few Black visionaries saw hope. 

One such visionary was the Reverend Brown's religious superior, Bishop N. W. 
Williams, who urged him to become a chaplain in the United States Navy. Bishop 
Williams, who had been a captain in the U.S. Army during World War I, was so 
anxious to have Brown enter the Navy as the first Black chaplain that he assured 
him that his wife Melba could probably become a WA VE I and travel along! Brown 
was also encouraged by Bishop R. R. Wright of his church's endorsing agency. 
Finally, Bishop John Andrew Gregg, who had a permanent residence in Kansas 
City where Brown was at this time Dean of the Bishop Williams School of Religion 
at West University, wrote a very strong letter of endorsement for the Reverend 
Brown's acceptance by the Navy. Bishop Gregg's opinion was of great value. He 
had been commissioned by the government to travel worldwide to all except the 
Russian Front for the purpose of encouraging and inspiring the men in the Black 
units of the military. The bishop eventually wrote the book Of Men and Arms. He 
undoubtedly knew that the time of one inspirational circuit-riding preacher was 
over, and that Blacks needed a Black presence in the Chaplain Corps. 

With such encouragement, the Reverend Brown wrote to Chief of Chaplains 
Robert D. Workman. Ultimately he was directed to the Office of Naval Officer 
Procurement in Kansas City, where he easily passed his physical examination. Even 

' WAVES: Women's Auxiliary Volunteer Emergency Service, which included women serving in both 
the enlisted and the officer components of the Navy. 
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so, there was some question about there being any openings for a Negro officer (a 
rarity at the time) until the Reverend Brown produced his letter from the Chief of 
Chaplains. The embarrassed executive officer re-read his own directives and con
cluded that an apology was in order. 

Brown was commissioned a lieutenant (junior grade), Chaplain Corps, U.S. 
Navy, on 22 June 1944 to date from 26 April 1944. He reported for active duty on 
4 July 1944- an auspicious date in terms of independence and liberty. 

Orientation and Isolation. Immediately after reporting for active duty, Chaplain 
Brown was sent to Williamsburg, Virginia, for Chaplains School. He soon there
after experienced extreme isolation and loneliness, often being sustained only by his 
resolute sense of calling. He stated when interviewed in 1979: 

Sometimes people of another group have the fear that they are going to have others thrust 
themselves upon them or in their presence. This is what people don't want. They like their 
freedom . If this was the case, I tried not to force myself to be around or in the presence of people 
unless I was sure that my presence was wanted or would be acceptable. So I had to maintain 
an attitude of individuality. 

"Maintain an attitude of individuality" is a euphemism for isolation. Nowhere is 
Chaplain Brown's strength more apparent than in his successful handling of iso
lation occasioned by discrimination. When asked about the climate of segregation 
he found in 1944, he said: 

I was the only Black officer or chaplain in the area at the time. Although Chaplain Parham 
came to Williamsburg after I did and came to Great Lakes before I left, I was always by myself 
so far as being among officers and chaplains is concerned. I was by myself particularly in 
Williamsburg. Of course the city of Williamsburg was segregated. You even had separate seats 
to sit around separate trees at the Post Office. It was expected. It was the usual experience. 

Acknowledging the status of being a naval officer was extremely awkward for 
Chaplain Brown. One day he was walking down one of the streets of Williamsburg 
when a tall, blue-eyed, White soldier approached him. Chaplain Brown was so 
accustomed to being ignored by everybody that he had conditioned himself not to 
be aware of others on the street. It just didn't "do" for a Black to call undue 
attention to himself. Suddenly, however, the White enlisted man rendered a tremen
dous salute. Chaplain Brown was so startled he couldn't respond, but simply walked 
by. The experience never left him. He later reflected: 

How I regretted the incident! I've prayed about that a million times since, because I felt so 
sorry for the fe(Jow who didn't receive a response from me. I've used it as an illustration in 

·sermons many times, to point out how we can condition ourselves negatively; and when a 
positive situation comes along we are not able to respond .... 

Never again would he fail to realize his role and the opportunity for "positivising" 
that it presented. 

Minority Affairs. Chaplain Brown was initially detailed to the Office of Naval 
Officer Procurement, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, and later Detroit, Michigan, for 
the purpose of investigating incomplete applications of minorities for entrance into 
the chaplaincy. There was some question at the Bureau of Naval Personnel and at 
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the Chaplains Division as to why some applications from Blacks had been halted in 
their processing. Chaplain Brown's duty was to search out whether or not there were 
any interferences or limitations being imposed on these applications. In order to do 
this he was granted wide access to appropriate files and direct communication with 
the Chief of Chaplains. He served in this capacity until September 1944. Asked 
whether he found clear cases of discrimination, he replied that he did not. He did 
find some instances of delays in processing, and several cases where ministers had 
second thoughts after having made application. Most applicants did not feel 
wanted. 

Confidence and Courage. From September 1944 until June 1945, Chaplain 
Brown served in Camp Robert Smalls at the Great Lakes Naval Training Station. 
One benefit he derived from this tour of duty (although Camp Robert Smalls was 
predominately occupied by Black personnel) was the realization that he was to serve 
all naval personnel and not just those of his own race. 

One Sunday after the worship service, when Chaplain Brown had the base duty, 
he received a call from a neighboring camp. There a young, homesick White 
serviceman was upsetting the barracks. Neither his friends nor the company officers 
could stop the disturbance. When they called the duty chaplain, they didn't know 
he was Black; but when he appeared, they did not care provided he could help bring 
some peace to the area. Chaplain Brown gave this account: 

It really was kind of foresaken at the young man's camp. So they left me with him and I took 
him by the hand and talked to him of the loneliness I had felt as a student at Howard University 
during Christmas vacation when I had the flu and was far from my home. I wanted to be home 
so badly I began to think that if I could just wish hard enough, I could be. I knew what 
homesickness was because I had experienced it, so I talked to this lad and got him to stop 
crying. I don't know how long he remained quiet but by the time I left he hadn't begun again. 
He was White, young, and I did a good job. Even if I do say so myself, I was successful! That 
was a unique experience, unique in that I was the only person [ chaplain J available and they 
needed the right help, not color; and I did the job! 

In 1945, he was approached at Camp Robert Smalls by an impressive Black 
enlisted man who was obviously distressed. He told Chaplain Brown that, although 
he knew a chaplain could not do anything about it, he wanted to report that the 
Blacks were going to tear down a refreshment stand that was owned by the railroad 
which ran between the camps. This particular refreshment stand was situated 
exactly between a Black and a White camp and should have served all equally. The 
girls serving at the counter, however, either made the Blacks wait until last to be 
served or refused to serve them at all. The Black sailors found this degrading, and 
determined to take action on a certain evening. The sailor who came to the chaplain 
thought he would understand and perhaps help in the disciplinary procedures that 
would inevitably follow. 

But Chaplain Brown had ~ther alternatives. He requested the help of his senior 
chaplain, J. D. Johnson; and their efforts finally involved the base commander, who 
contacted the railroad. The operators of the refreshment stand were replaced imme
diately. Fairness prevailed, and the riot was avoided. Chaplain Brown reasoned: 
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best in loyal and humble service, taking advantage of each opportunity as it came, 
and building a foundation for those who would follow him. It is an injustice to judge 
him wholly from the relative safety of more recent times. He truly did the work of 
a pioneer. Hear him: 

I had to maintain an attitude of individuality . .. 
They needed the right help, not color ... 
Sometimes the things that are prevented are more important than the things that occur .. . 

Perhaps his greatest contribution as the first Black to serve as a Navy chaplain 
was his successful effort to bring increased dignity, stature, and meaning to the title: 
United States Navy Chaplain. 
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Ministry in the Making. Thomas David Parham had always been drawn toward 
the ministry. His uncle, also named Thomas, was the pastor of a church in Durham, 
North Carolina. While serving in that capacity, the uncle lived with the Parham 
family. With the father of young Parham gone to work each day and his mother 
busy with her homemaking, his uncle Thomas was more readily available to him. 

He was later to recall: 

Knowing what I now know about identification, role models, and the like, I know that this 
[ relationship with my uncle] established my predominant interest in going into the ministry 
... I did not know this until 1966 when I went to the Menninger Foundation to study marriage 
counseling. As early as I can remember, I wanted to go into the ministry. 

Parham had outstanding academic records in the high school and the college 
available to him; but it seemed unlikely that he would be allowed at any of the 
several major universities and seminaries he might have chosen. After graduation 
from North Carolina Central University in his home town of Durham, he secured 
a scholarship grant and attended the Western Seminary (presently the Pittsburgh 
Theological Seminary) of the Presbyterian Church. 

The Challenge of the Chaplaincy. Although five other members of his seminary 
class entered the naval chaplaincy upon graduation in May 1944, Parham was told 
that his application could not be accepted. He continued his work in a student 
pastorate in Youngstown, Ohio. During that summer, he saw a newspaper photo
graph of Chaplain J. Russell Brown, who had been commissioned on 4 July of that 
year. Parham went back to Pittsburgh and asked why he was unable to enter while 
other Offices of Na val Officer Procurement were accepting Blacks. Parham recalled 
that the same young lieutenant who earlier rejected him was there, and that after 
listening to the question he said, "We can take your application now." Promising 
the church at Youngstown that he would return to them after the war was over, 
Parham entered the Chaplain Corps in December 1944. By barely six months he 
was the second Black chaplain in the U.S. Navy. 

Chaplain Parham tells why he decided to enter the Navy: 

The thing that finally motivated me into going into the service was an incident at the railroad 
station, the Lake Erie Station. A group of draftees was leaving, and one of them was Shed Bell 
who was the brother of Tommy Bell who fought Jake Lamotta. I had officiated at his wedding, 
and I was down there to see him off. As I was about to leave after the train pulled out, a young 
mother who had just seen her son off, with tears streaming down her face, looked right at me 
and said, "What's wrong with you?" I said, "Nothing, not a thing." And it made such an 
impact on me, I said, "Well, I'm not married, no physical problems, and they do need 
chaplains"-so I decided to go on into the service. 

Army life did not appeal to him, and so when the Stated Clerk of his General 
Assembly mentioned that there was a greater need for chaplains in the Army than 
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growth in human relations and the involvement of chaplains in that process. Chap
lain Parham was and is a synthesizer. He continually sought to conjoin all the 
convictions, virtues, and loves he embraced, believing in the unity of values that are 
right. He often reflected in his speeches and writings that the leadership of a 
chaplain implies involvement in efforts to improve human relations. 

Navy chaplains have always been concerned with the whole man. They received 
much credit for the elimination of flogging from the pre-Civil War Navy, and they 
have characteristically heard and understood those who have been mistreated by 
others. Religious services were integrated long before the mess halls, the ward
rooms, and the berthing areas. 

The chaplain has had a distinct advantage in working in the field of human 
relations in that he is a clergyperson and therefore a peer to all other members of 
the clergy. Chaplain Parham once wrote: 

The chaplain can encourage his civilian counterpart in the crusade for true brother
hood .. . . He can invite his civilian counterparts, especially those from the minority commu
nity, aboard .the station, or the ship when in port, allowing them to see for themselves the 
nearest thing that we have in our nation to an ideal society. 

He insisted that the chaplain can become familiar with the ghetto, including its 
sights and its sounds. He can learn the language, and he can know the frustrations. 
After becoming conversant with the ways of the ghetto, Chaplain Parham affirmed, 
the chaplain can instruct others. He said: 

Through pulpit exchanges, church parties, reciprocal concerts by choirs and other singing 
groups, the two sides of the tracks may be joined by a bridge of mutual interest leading to 
mutual understanding. 

Chaplain Parham relished the label of being a Navy recruiter and wore a re
cruiter's emblem. He felt that since chaplains have always been volunteers, it should 
not seem incongruous that they should ask others to volunteer, especially when 
recruits could do their country a service while improving their own condition. He 
taught that it was usually good advice to suggest reenlistment to any person who 
came from a disadvantaged background. 

At that time the Navy was lowest of all the services in minority representation. 
This made it difficult for the Navy to be accepted in the ghetto as an organization 
offering unlimited opportunity. He said: 

Until the Navy is composed of approximately the same percentage of persons from various 
cultural backgrounds as are found in the national population, it cannot be said to be truly 
representative of America and a valid picture of human relations at its best. 

In this context he pointed out that the Navy was particularly short of chaplains from 
minority communities. 

Chaplain Parham knew that occupational equality was not the ultimate answer, 
since for many servicemen their military duties account for only a third of their 
time. When work is secured at the end of the day, they return to their usual 
environments. 
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The Defense Department decided that it was necessary to take measures to help 
bring about open housing. Chaplain Parham was proud that chaplains were prom
inent in this drive. One chaplain in the San Diego area was able to change the minds 
of seventy-five percent of the landlords who had refused to sign open occupancy 
pledges. Chaplains also belonged to many civic, social, anct religious organizations 
comprising the leadership of the civilian community. How explicit the chaplain was 
made a difference when social concerns were discussed. He was not vulnerable to 
community pressure; hence he could exert leadership without fear of reprisal. 
Chaplain Parham said, "Never has any prophet been as invulnerable as the Navy 
chaplain." He continued: 

The question may be raised as to whether the chaplain is being used as a tool of the 
establishment. I think the question itself is indicative of a misunderstanding of the situation. 
The chaplain by his voluntary service is not a tool of the establishment; rather, he is the 
establishment's effective spokesman. The policies of the establishment are his policies; his goals 
and his aims are one with the military power structure. The aim of the military is power for 
peace internationally, nationally, and locally. The chaplain by his religious commitment is 
pledged to peace. Chaplains mediate a spiritual power which is more effective than temporal 
power. The power of a loving example is invincible. It is the chaplain's privilege to be that 
example at work and in the civilian community. 

Upon the arrival of Chaplain Parham in Washington, the Chief of Naval Person
nel, Vice Admiral Benedict Joseph Semmes, established a schedule that required 
the chaplain to meet with him every Tuesday morning unless either of them was out 
of town. Chaplain Parham visited colleges and seminaries in the interest of pro
moting human relations and minority recruitment. Recruiting districts, learning 
that he was available, arranged television interviews, and scheduled banquets for 
community leaders, clergypersons, business executives, and school administrators. 

The number of Blacks in the Navy was substantially increased as Chaplain 
Parham concentrated on correcting the image that the Navy had within the Black 
community. This was not easy. At times he was challenged by members of his Black 
audiences as if he had in some way sold out to the Navy. He recalled: 

I used to say in speeches that the Navy was the closest approximation on earth that I knew 
of to the kingdom of God. That seemed to get some people. Yet at the time I really thought 
that was true in makeup, tolerance, and opportunity-and I still say that there's no living 
situation comparable to a ship where there are guys in berthing compartments three-deep, not 
assigned by any racial or ethnic or financial consideration at all. They are just there. Right 
there in the chow line-no differences, no special treatment. And they are within 800 feet of 
one another on that ship all the time, for months and months. You can't think of a situation 
closer or more equal. 

While such convictions may have been unpalatable to some, they struck a re
sponsive chord in others. An article by him wa_s published in the Naval Institute 
Proceedings, and he was invited to speak to such groups as the Presbyterian Min
isters Fund Corporators Annual Meeting and at various colleges. Ursinus College 
awarded him an honorary Doctor of Divinity degree. 

Representing the Navy in this way was not always an easy experience for Chap
lain Parham, because there was much anti-military sentiment in the late 1960s. He 
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other courses like that. WliiTe I knew I didn't know anything, they thought they knew it. I 
learned it by extra effort, because I wanted to learn it; and that opportunity ought to be given 
to everybody. That was my only disagreement with Admiral Duncan. 

Continued Contribution. Having concluded his tour of duty · in the Washington 
area, Chaplain Parham was ordered to the Naval Training Center, Bainbridge, 
Maryland. He conducted a thriving chapel program until the base was dises
tablished, whereupon he was ordered to duty as Chief, Pastoral Care Service, Naval 
Regional Medical Center, Portsmouth, Virginia. 

Chaplain Parham continues to serve his denomination on boards and committees. 
He is sought after as a speaker at seminars, breakfast meetings, rallies, and other 
occasions. In a soft-spoken, yet emphati~ way, he exemplifies unity within diversity. 
In occupation and in dedication he finds both his commitment to God and - his 
commitment to the Navy contributing to the social goals he has championed all his 
life- equality of opportunity and fair treatment for everyone. This has produced a 
remarkable single-mindedness which has been reflected in his counseling and in his 
contribution to the Chaplain Corps and to the entire naval service. What makes 
consideration of his career especially refreshing is not his determined assault upon 
the current state of affairs, but the humor and candor which have interlaced his 
efforts. Chaplain Parham's recent reply to a question about the increase of Black 
opportunity during his lifetime demonstrates his abiding love for the Navy: 

During my lifetime things have gone from almost zero to 85-90 percent for the Black 
community. It's been uphill all the way. A good case in point: just now, the Secretary of the 
Navy, who is of Hispanic background, is in a position where he can benefit greatly the cause 
of equality and opportunity for the minorities. He is now where policy can be made. 

This is true of the Army's Secretary, Clifford Alexander, who is Black. And that reminds me. 
I got into a rhubarb with him once after he made a speech with an idealistic description of what 
America should be like, in which he bemoaned the fact that it wasn't yet that way. Well, 
aftefwards during a question period I said to him, "Now about that description you gave of 
what America should be in terms of minority opportunity and initiative: that"is exactly like it 
is in the Navy." He looked like somebody had shot him. Then he came back with the question, 
"How many Black admirals have you got?" And I said (which was true at the time), "Well, 
the~e's nobody even eligible. I've been a captain longer than any of them, and I'm not even in 
the zone." So that was my position on that! All that was required was time. 

Chaplain Parham's faith in the Navy has by now been justified by the promotion 
of Blacks to flag rank. Although he is not among those so promoted, he would be 
the first to be philosophical about that, and to reflect with gratitude upon the 
pioneering role that he has been enabled to play. 
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